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Abstract
     The homosexual orientation has been controversial in many countries around the world, with 
religion often used as the foundation for critique against this orientation. The prevalence of 
discrimination, and the expectation of rejection, often results in homosexual individuals concealing 
their sexual identity.  In the process homosexual individuals may deny, hide, or even discarded their 
authentic selves. However, some individuals reach a point of comfort with both these constructs of 
their identity, a position that supports the authentic self. The aim of this study is to explore and 
describe the process of how individuals who identify as both Christian and homosexual align these 
parts into their identity, to reach a place of comfort.  The study further seeks to generate insight that 
can be used to assist individuals in similar positions of identity conflict. The study uses qualitative 
methodology, more specifically an exploratory- descriptive design. The sample is identified through 
non-probability purposive sampling, and data collected through semi- structured interviews. The data 
is analysed using an interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) framework. Thematic analysis 
identified major themes of denial, conflict, anger, bargaining, deconstruction, and self- acceptance. 
These themes followed a non- linear and interactive process, and present participants reaching a place 
of comfort with their Christian beliefs and homosexual orientation; which is discussed through the 
interpretative lens of social constructionism and queer theory.
Keywords: alignment, Christian, comfort, homosexual, identity  
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Chapter I
Introduction
Overview
     Many individuals around the world are religious or have religious affiliations. Religion has been 
indicated to play a significant role in the foundation of identity development. The course of identity 
development may be complex and confusing. Religion, due to its perspective on homosexuality, can 
further complicate the course of identity development for homosexual individuals (Knight & 
Hoffman, 2007). The current research focused on understanding the experiences of adult 
homosexual women by examining their process of alignment of particular parts of their identity, 
namely, their Christian beliefs and their homosexual orientation. This chapter will provide an 
overview of the research. It defines important terms used, and explores the research context and 
motivation for the study. Finally, the research aims and an outline of the chapters is presented.  
Definition of Terms
     In order to avoid confusion, pivotal terms used in the research will be defined here.
     Kroger (2005, p. 207) defined identity as “the interplay between the individual’s biology, 
psychology, and social recognition and response within an historical context”. Identity alignment 
refers to the individual’s identification with the thoughts, feelings and behaviours as their self, and 
the integration of values, constructs, aims, practices and so forth into their identity (Cerulo, 1997).
     The term Christian refers to an individual who follows and adheres to Christianity which is 
described as a religion founded within the life and teachings of Jesus of Nazareth (Slick, 2015).
     Sexuality refers to sexual desires and feelings, as well as the expression of these desires and 
feelings. Associated with sexuality, sexual orientation is an individual’s physical and/or emotional 
attraction to either the same and/or the opposite sex. Sexual orientation can be viewed on a 
continuum rather than as clear- cut categories (Holmes, 2003).  As a construct, sexual orientation is 
not always rigidly defined, but is fluid for some individuals. However, particular types of sexual 
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orientation are commonly identified, and defined as heterosexual, homosexual, bisexual and 
transsexual (American Psychological Association, 2011).     
    The term homosexuality was first used in 1892 (Shagor, 2006), referring to individuals who are 
physically and emotionally attracted to individuals of the same-sex (American Psychiatric 
Association, 1973). Homosexuality consists of various components, the first being sexual attraction 
and desire for other individuals of the same-sex and/or the desire to partake in homosexual 
behaviours. The second component is sexual behaviour which includes sexual relations with the 
same-sex, and the third component is a homosexual identity or the individual’s sense of sexual self 
which develops, and is labeled as “gay” or “lesbian” (Herek, 2004).
     Comfort refers to a sense of physical and/or psychological ease (Oxford Dictionaries, 2015). 
Within the psychological context, comfort can be linked to all that contributes to the individual’s 
well-being, and the enhancement of their living circumstances (Pineau, 1982).
Research Context and Assumptions
     During childhood individuals internalise many social constructs, one of which may be a religious 
framework. A framework includes its own set of norms, values, beliefs and practices, and this 
framework can shape how an individual feels, thinks and behaves in society. A religious framework 
filters an individual’s perception of themselves, others and the world. Christianity is a popular 
religious framework within the South African context. Christianity is known to encourage the norm 
of heterosexuality, while devaluing same-sex relations. This is rooted in the traditional Christian 
framework which asserts that homosexuality is a rebellion against the natural order God intended 
for man and woman (Butcher, Mineka & Hooley, 2013). Although some Christian frameworks are 
becoming more liberal on the matter, many still maintain a conservative perspective and view 
homosexuality as an unacceptable lifestyle. This view can lead homosexual individuals to repress, 
conceal and/ or deny parts of their sexual identity (Dahl, 2011).
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     South Africa has moved towards sexual equality, with this value being ratified in the constitution 
of the country. However, sexual equality seems primarily manifested in legal rights while much 
social prejudice continues in society through homophobia (Fabricius, 2014). Butler and Astbury 
(2005) found that South African lesbian adolescence still face much discrimination on a daily basis 
which has adverse effects on their lives such as internalised homophobia. By coming out, lesbian 
individuals face the risk of social rejection, and many report receiving negative reactions from their 
significant others (American Psychological Association, 2013). The sense of social marginalisation 
that results can evoke conflict. Population based studies conducted by the American Psychological 
Association revealed that discrimination can adversely affect lesbian individuals, and can result in 
depression, anxiety, and substance use or dependence (Deangelis, 2002).  
     The process of sexual identity development is assumed to be less conflicting if the individual’s 
attractions are congruent to their internalised sexual ethics of what is regarded as acceptable. 
Despite increased acceptance of homosexuality, internalised norms are still largely heterosexually 
focused, which creates dissonance for many individuals between their religious beliefs and their 
sexual orientation. It appears that few studies have been undertaken that research the alignment of 
lesbian sexuality and religious identity development (Dahl, 2011), and to the researcher’s 
knowledge little research has been conducted in this area within a South African context. 
       The study’s research context is centered the assumption that religion and same sex attractions 
can cause psychological conflict in individuals, when the individual’s religious beliefs are in 
conflict with their sexual orientation. It further assumed that individuals in psychological conflict 
will seek to ‘resolve’ this conflict (Cloyd, 2013). By exploring the experiences of those who have 
reached a place of comfort with their sexual and religious constructs, this research attempted to 
establish insights into the process of identity alignment with the hope of assisting others in similar 
positions of identity conflict.   
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Personal Reflection and Motivation
     To ensure explicit transparency, as the researcher, I have reflected on my own views on sexual 
orientation and religion, which can be described as open-minded. I found my philosophies to be 
closely related to humanitarian ideals of love, kindness, respect and acceptance of self and others, 
with a dedication to working towards creating a world established on such ideals. Being 
heterosexually inclined in a heteronormative society, I had never thought in depth about my 
sexuality. Throughout my development there was no questioning of my attractions, as in the eyes of 
society I was considered ‘normal’. With religion, on the other hand, I had many questions early on 
in my childhood. I could not understand why I had to follow certain rules and traditions, and why I 
had to live according to ‘truths’ that made little sense to me. Although I converted from Islam to 
Christianity, I continued to experience a disconnection about my beliefs. In time, I found myself 
embracing the questioning, and disconnected from organised religions. I learned to respect all 
religions without feeling the need to commit to one. Today, I find myself to be more spiritual which 
I view as being connected to a higher power and purpose, the continued search for meaning and 
growth, and the acceptance of ‘truths’ that resonate with me.
     This research topic arose from my interest in exploring how those deemed ‘abnormal’ by society 
establish their own space of normality to develop self- acceptance. In particular, I was curious about 
the process women go through in aligning their identity despite conflicting constructs. Our society 
is in a continuous process of development and has seen progression towards greater equality; 
however, we also appear to hold on to past knowledge that may no longer serve our optimal 
development as a society. Through my friendships with Christian lesbian women, I noticed how my 
friends experienced conflict as a result of their internalised moral code asserting a heterosexual 
norm; and how at some point all of them have denied and repressed their sexual attractions to fit 
this norm. It was interesting to me how loving another was rationalised to be wrong by society. This 
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experience, and the need to understand how individuals move out of this conflicted space, has led to 
the formulation of the present study.   
Research Aim
     The primary aim of this study was to explore and describe how individuals who identify as both 
Christian and homosexual align these parts of their identity, to reach a point of comfort with both. 
Thus, the research question underlying the study was: how do individuals reach a place of comfort 
with both their Christian beliefs and homosexual orientation? This study adopted the position that 
religion and homosexuality can cause psychological conflict in individuals when their religious 
perspectives are in conflict with their homosexual orientation. It further accepted that individuals in 
psychological conflict will seek to resolve this conflict (Cloyd, 2013).
Outline of Research Study
Chapter I: Introduction
     This chapter introduces the study. It provides definitions of the primary terms used in the study, 
and the research context and assumptions. Thereafter, it presents the researcher’s personal reflection 
and motivation for the study. Finally, the research aims and an outline of the chapters is presented.  
Chapter II: Social Constructionism and Queer Theory   
     Social constructionism and queer theory will be used to explore identity. To do so the features of 
social constructionism are presented, with a particular focus on the construction of religious and 
sexual identity. The chapter explores queer theory in terms of the boundaries placed on sexuality 
and other social expressions. It then examines the criticisms of social constructionism and queer 
theory. Finally, it explores the possibility of constructing a society based on our commonalities, and 
social values that emphasise acceptance and tolerance of difference.
Chapter III: Identity Development
     This chapter presents the process of identity development. It describes identity and the generally 
accepted course thereof as asserted by identity theorists Erikson and Marcia, including criticism of 
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these identity theories. Once the process of identity development has been explained, sexual identity 
and religious identity will be highlighted. As such, D’Augelli’s life span framework and Bell’s 
model of religious identity development will be utilised respectively. The inclusion and exploration 
of these theories is used to gain insight into sexual – religious identity development. Finally, the 
chapter examines sexual and religious identity development research.
Chapter IV: Religion and Christianity
     This chapter provides a broad overview of the definitions, characteristics and functions of 
religion. It then focuses on Christianity, particularly exploring Christian ethics and identity 
development, and Christian sexual ethics and homosexuality. Finally, the chapter presents a critical 
reflection of religion in society.  
Chapter V: Research Methodology
     This chapter presents an overview of the research methodology used in the study. It first outlines 
the research aim. Thereafter, it presents the research design, sampling method, research procedure, 
and data collection and data analysis (See Appendix A for a visual depiction hereof). Finally, it 
explores the ethical considerations that needed to be taken into account. 
Chapter VI: Findings and Discussion
     This chapter presents the findings of the study as related to the themes and sub-themes that 
emerged from the interviews. This is first done in tabular form, and following this is an exploration 
of each theme and its sub- themes. Finally, the chapter presents a discussion of the findings within 
the context of social constructionism and queer theory.
Chapter VII: Conclusions, Limitations and Recommendations 
     This chapter presents the conclusions of the study based on the findings and discussion 
illustrated in the previous chapter. It further presents the limitations of the study, and considers 
recommendations for future research.
THE IDENTITY ALIGNMENT OF CHRISTIAN BELIEFS AND HOMOSEXUAL ORIENTATION IN 
ADULT WOMEN
7
Conclusion
     This chapter provided an overview of the research. It defined important terms used and discussed 
the research context and motivation. Thereafter, it presented the research aims and objectives, and 
provided an outline of the chapters.  
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Chapter II
Social Constructionism and Queer Theory
Overview
     Over time there has been a growth of various alternative approaches in the social sciences. Some 
include critical psychology, sociology, poststructuralism, lesbian feminism and deconstruction. The 
shared nature of many of these approaches forms the foundation of social constructionism and queer 
theory (Gergen, 2009). This chapter first explores the features of social constructionism, with a 
focus on the construction of religious and sexual identity. It then explores queer theory in terms of 
the boundaries placed on sexuality and other social expressions. Following this are the criticisms of 
social constructionism and queer theory. Finally, it explores the possibility of constructing a society 
based on commonalties, and social values that emphasise acceptance and tolerance of differences.
Social Constructionism
     Social constructionism asserts that reality is constructed by shared knowledge, and it reflects on 
the process of how this knowledge is constructed, understood and conformed to by society. This 
knowledge refers to the beliefs individuals have sufficient assurance in; a practical understanding 
and general consensus about what represents reality (Andrews, 2012). Social constructionism views 
the world as structureless, meaning that it has no classification and/or categories. Society creates 
classifications and categories through the use of language to define and understand things. All 
things, ideas, beliefs and systems which are dependent on aspects of social identity are thought to be 
socially constructed. This refers to things, ideas and so forth that could not have existed if society 
did not create them; society did not need to create them at all, or could have created them in a 
different form. For instance, money, gender, race, citizenship, media, capitalism and religion are but 
a few of society’s social constructions. These constructions form significant roles in individual’s 
lives, and only exist because they were created to serve a social function. If we had created an 
alternative kind of society, there may have been different social constructions, values, and roles that 
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emerged. This shapes an individual’s universal existence, and understanding of themselves, others 
and society (Boghossian, 2005). Berger and Luckmann (1966, 1991) saw knowledge that represents 
reality to be constructed and reinforced through relations between individuals, others, and society. 
Thus, social reality is constructed and shared through systems of language and communication.
     Language has a crucial role in constructing our social existence. It is within language that the 
generation, sharing, maintenance and/ or abandonment of knowledge occur. Language is used to 
make sense of the world, and facilitates social interaction and relationships (Gergen, 1996). 
Communication establishes and homogenises understandings within society. The homogenising of 
understandings leads to the formation of ‘objective’ knowledge regarding acceptable behaviours, 
and how various experiences are to be understood within society. Thus, language and social 
processes can maintain a specific social reality, and its sociocultural worldviews (Yee, 2003). 
     In essence, “society is a human product…. [and] man is a social product” (Berger & Luckmann, 
1966, p.79). Or, more simply stated, “humans are a product of society and society is a product of 
humans” (Cifuentes, 2011, p.14). This does not mean that there is no reality beyond the confines of 
human perception. Rather it depicts the process by which perceptions and understandings of reality 
are created and shaped by the assumptions of socioculture (Yee, 2003).
     Berger and Luckmann (1991) understood society as existing within an objective and subjective 
realm. On the one hand, the objective realm occurs through the relations between individuals and 
the social world. Knowledge and understanding is provided by the institutions of society, and is 
accepted as objective or accurate knowledge. This knowledge is then passed down from generation 
to generation, with its meanings of the world being constructed as the accepted worldview. Over 
time this knowledge is continuously reiterated and affirmed in relations between individuals, which 
further present the knowledge as objective. Habitualisation of knowledge often leads to repeated 
behaviours, routines and patterns in the daily lives of individuals; encouraging them to remain 
persons of socialised habit and releases them from participation in critical and creative thinking. 
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     On the other hand, the subjective realm occurs predominantly through socialisation which is the 
process of internalising norms, knowledge, language, and social values (Berger & Luckmann, 
1991). Socialisation is thought of as two pronged, divided into primary and secondary socialisation. 
Primary socialisation occurs through accepting the subjective expression of meaning displayed by a 
significant other as objectively meaningful. Secondary socialisation refers to any social knowledge 
accepted into an individual’s reality following primary socialisation.  Secondary socialisation 
directs individuals to attain social roles (e.g. occupation) by immersing themselves into an 
institutional sub- world and making personal identifications with this secondary role. Finally, to 
maintain their subjective reality, individuals adopt reality maintenance methods to protect the 
balance and congruence between their objective and subjective reality (Berger & Luckman, 1966).
    The construction of reality occurs through social processes, such as socialisation, during which 
an individual takes on an identity and social roles. Burr (1995) described this as an outcome of the 
social environment, as the individual’s interactions with significant others can facilitate and shape 
their understanding of themselves, others, and society. Individuals may also use their 
understandings to reflect on or relay their feelings, thoughts and ideas to others. For instance, a 
child may grow up with messages (direct or indirect) of homosexuality being wrong, and is likely to 
internalise oppositional beliefs and act in accordance to them. Internalistions that are accepted into 
an individual’s consciousness and are present in their daily lives often thrive, while internalisations 
that are less deeply rooted into the consciousness are more vulnerable to deconstruction. What is 
rooted in an individual’s consciousness can affect their self - development, and are crucial in 
maintaining or reconstructing their experience of reality (Andrews, 2012).    
Social Constructionism Features  
     Social constructionism has no solitary description. Many social constructionists differ in their 
approaches, however, there is a “family resemblance” that unites differing approaches by one or 
more of the four fundamentals characteristics (Burr, 2003, p. 2) outlined below.
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     A critical stance towards taken- for- granted knowledge.
     Taken for granted knowledge refers to the information that is accepted as objective or accurate 
with little to no questioning or exploration thereof. Social constructionism is critical of taken- for 
granted knowledge and methods used to understand ourselves, others and society (Burr, 1995). It 
opposes traditional science which posits that the nature of the world can be uncovered through 
observation; in essence, social constructionism says “what exists is what we perceive to exist” 
(Burr, 2003, p. 2). Social constructionism questions the belief that conventional knowledge is 
founded on factual, impartial observations. It warns individuals to be skeptical of their objective 
knowledge and subjective beliefs systems within society. This can refer to the classifications that 
are used to understand the world which may not necessarily signify true divisions. For instance, the 
use of sexual orientation as a classification divides humans into classes based on different 
attractions, yet we all have attractions so it is not a true division. Social constructionism would 
further direct individuals to critically explore aspects such as the significance of classifications and 
divisions, and their functions in society. Social constructionism thus encourages individuals to 
become critical of their interpretations of the world (Burr, 1995, 2003).
     Historical and cultural specificity.  
     The manner in which the world is understood, the classifications, terms and perceptions that are 
used are ‘historically and culturally specific’. How individuals understand the world is based on 
where and when in the world they live (Burr, 1995). For instance, the perceptions of homosexuality 
have developed radically over time. Thousands of years ago tribes all around the globe, and in 
particular early Native North American tribes, performed same- sex marriages for hundreds of 
years. Same-sex couples were believed to be ‘two- spirited’ individuals, who were considered to be 
sacred (Shield, 1944). Today, homosexual individuals experience a different reality. Evidently, 
social constructionism views ways of understanding as historically and culturally relative; and 
dependent on specific social and economic organisations in existence during that time. Furthermore, 
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methods of understanding emerging at one time, should not be perceived as better or closer to the 
truth than ways of understanding at another time (Burr, 2003).  
     Knowledge is sustained by social processes.
     Social constructionists view knowledge as being created by the daily social interaction that take 
place between individuals. More simply put, it is through the course of social existence that 
individuals form their versions of knowledge. It is then the interactions between individuals that are 
seen as the processes in which shared versions of knowledge are created. Thus, knowledge is not 
seen as created from an objective observation of reality, but through ‘social processes’ and relations 
which individuals are continually engaged in with each other (Burr, 2003). Despite the continuous 
cycles of birth and death of individuals, philosophies, traditions, attitudes, and social systems 
maintain their power through deeply rooted constructions. In this way, past knowledge and 
perceptions are kept alive and influence individuals even in present times (Sheldrake, 1987).
     Knowledge and social action go together.
     Shared understandings can be broad and manifest in numerous forms. There are various possible 
social constructions of reality, and each of these constructions would incite different types of 
actions from individuals. More specifically, an individual’s knowledge influences their social 
actions (Burr, 1995). For instance, for a greater part of the twentieth century, American psychiatry 
and psychology considered homosexuality to be a mental illness, for which the response was 
treatment in various manners. However, by 1973 there was an increasing change in scientific and 
social thought regarding homosexuality. This led to its declassification as a pathology, and a shift in 
social knowledge and actions which emphasise acceptance and equality. In present times, social 
action towards homosexuality presents as attempts to gain greater psychological understanding and 
support (Herek, 2004). Finally, constructions are maintained through the social action they elicit, 
and others are disregarded through a decrease and/or lack of elicited action (Burr, 1995, 2003). 
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Social Constructionism and Identity Development
     The experience of having one’s basic human needs met or denied can influence the emergence of 
certain identity traits and expressions. This relates to the individual’s adapting and surviving in 
specific circumstances and contexts. As such, the validation or invalidation of needs can set the 
individual onto a particular developmental path by influencing how their personhood is experienced 
and expressed (Kriesberg, 2003). In this way an individual’s identity is socially produced by 
significant others and society through the course of conforming to their social environment 
(Eminov, 2007). Interactions in the environment shape an individual’s behaviour and experience of 
‘self’; by behaving in accordance to social norms, individuals make self- identifications with actions 
that influence their identity development (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). Sahliyeh (1993, p. 178) 
asserted that “the durability of [an] identity is contingent upon its ability to provide security, social 
status, and economic benefits for its members more than other existing alternatives”. Thus, 
individuals are likely to adopt and present an identity which serves their needs best.
Social Constructionism and Religious Identity 
     Religion is described as an organised set of beliefs, cultural systems, and worldviews that relate 
human societies to an order of existence. Sociologists describe religion as involving three important 
features, namely, it is a form of culture, it includes beliefs which form rituals, and it provides 
individuals with a sense of purpose (Giddens & Sutton, 2013). The notion of ‘religiosity’ is diverse 
and can be thought of as a ‘worldview’, describing the manner in which an individual looks at life.  
Worldviews are predisposed to change, often adapting over time, as related to an individual’s covert 
and overt beliefs, feelings and behaviours (Bertram- Troos, de Roos & Miedema, 2005).
     Any belief that an individual has which they did not essentially need to have, is socially 
constructed; they may not have had it at all in different social circumstances, or it may have been 
formed differently (Boghossian, 2005). This may be seen in the common philosophical and 
religious belief of the afterlife, which is simply the belief that after the death of one’s body, a 
THE IDENTITY ALIGNMENT OF CHRISTIAN BELIEFS AND HOMOSEXUAL ORIENTATION IN 
ADULT WOMEN
14
cardinal part of one’s consciousness (i.e. soul or spirit) continues to exist in the Hereafter 
(Sivananda, 1997). An alternative society may never have questioned the prospect of life after death 
or explored its possibilities to the extent of describing this transcendence. As such, a belief is 
considered socially constructed if another society with different values would have found a different 
belief with the same evidence (Boghossian, 2005).
     Similarly, religion can be deconstructed as a collection of knowledge established by a group of 
individuals. This knowledge has particular values, perspectives, interests, and prejudices. It is often 
relayed by people in high ranking positions who have their own understandings and interpretations 
of various subjects, determine major questions are asked and explored, decide the way and what 
knowledge is shared with the public, and gives descriptions of morality. This is a type of socialised 
subjectivity, which can have a wide influence on the social orders and beliefs of society. Over time 
religion and its leaders can construct, deconstruct, and/or reconstruct various aspects of appropriate 
human behaviour and beliefs, to encourage a certain way of being.  Followers often accept authority 
and the knowledge imparted to them, and communicate it to others. With time, information may be 
regarded as objective knowledge (Boghossian, 2005). 
     It is during childhood that individual’s begin to construct their version of religion. Their version 
is primarily constructed through social interaction and processes with significant others and 
environments. This process can lead to shared religious beliefs and knowledge which is often taken 
- for – granted and accepted into the individual’s moral code. Religious assimilation can also take 
place among peers, within the educational system, and from the influences of broader society.  This 
religious knowledge is then accompanied by shared understandings and culture, and relevant social 
actions in the form of religious practices, which are integrated to be part of the individual’s religious 
identity (Burr, 2003; Kilp, 2011).
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Social Constructionism and Sexual Identity
     Sexual identity is described as being multifaceted and influenced by an individual’s experiences 
and desires, societal norms, socioculture. These aspects affect how individuals describe, feel, and 
think about their sexuality. With the vast diversity among individuals, it can stand to reason that 
there is also diversity within sexuality (Villanueva, 1997). There is an ongoing debate regarding the 
essentialism and constructionism views of sexuality. Essentialists believe sexuality is a biological 
pressure and sexual identity is a ‘cognitive realisation’, while constructionists believe sexuality and 
sexual identity are social creations from a world of meaning and culture. Thus, the essentialists 
would suggest there is an innate essence which directs an individual’s sexual attractions, while 
constructionists indicate that heterosexual and homosexual are merely terms and categories 
constructed by specific cultures and attached to the ‘self’ (DeLamater & Hyde, 1998).
     The social construction of sexuality emerged with the Western culture through the establishment 
of definitive categories such as heterosexual and homosexual. Theology and biology further 
promoted the establishment of a ‘natural’ sexuality (i.e. heterosexuality), based on the principles of 
reproduction, from which was deduced that a man and woman are designed for each other. This 
created the foundations of a heteronormative society. Science further asserted the belief that sexual 
orientation is innate and fixed throughout life (Yee, 2003). In the past, some cultures, such as those 
in Ancient Greece, perceived sexuality to be open and free, and those within the tribes of Crete 
viewed homosexual encounters to be part the of a transitory period and initiation into adulthood 
(van Dolen, 2015). These sociocultural examples allow us to compare and contrast differently 
constructed social realities of sexuality, each being completely ‘normal’ to those within the 
respective societies (Yee, 2003), countering the view of a ‘natural’ or fixed sexuality.  
     Over time, perceptions of sexuality have been constructed and reconstructed by medical, 
religious, and legal efforts to maintain the so called objective knowledge of society. We see this in 
the recent past, with science asserting that homosexuality is a pathology for which it had established 
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rehabilitation programs. Until fairly recently, society accepted this as ‘truth’. There since, science 
has reinterpreted homosexuality to be innately driven and natural. Despite this updated knowledge, 
much of society continues to marginalise homosexuality by perceiving it as outside the norm 
(Herek, 2012).  The belief that homosexuality is an inferior sexuality is still perpetuated, through 
language and behaviour. The power of traditional knowledge of sexuality continues to be elicited in 
society through heteronormative values. Additionally, social boundaries of sexuality are maintained 
in constructions of ‘appropriate’ sexual expression and actions, personalities and lifestyles 
associated with certain sexual orientations. These associations reinforce particular behaviours while 
disregarding others, to the extent that an individual’s sexual identity is created through societal 
expectations. For instance, there is a common assumption that homosexual men are flamboyant 
extroverts, and homosexual women have more masculine traits and interests. This thinking 
continues to promote social stereotypes that influence sexual identity development, and the view of 
personhood as based on sexuality. An alternative society may never have considered sexuality to 
the extent of defining the acceptable and non-acceptable behaviour associated with it. An alternative 
society may have focused on different aspects or come to different conclusions (Yee, 2003).
    Strides towards sexual equality have been made. This includes laws passed and organisations 
established to protect LGB rights to equality and acceptance in society. There has also been an 
increasing representation and integration of LGB individuals in religious organisations, mass media, 
and society. However, society is slow to reach a point of total reconstruction in which 
discrimination towards LGB individuals no longer exists, all sexualities are empowered, and 
diversity in all forms is accepted (Ilyayambwa, 2012). 
Queer Theory
     The term ‘queer’ was used to describe those who were ‘not heterosexual’, and became a 
derogatory label for homosexual individuals (Jagose, 1996). However, with time the term ‘queer’ 
has been expanded and reconstructed beyond its initial meaning. Queer has become a description 
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for the alliances between sexual minority groups, and their collective identity, and formed as a 
result of shared experiences of discrimination and ostracism. As such, queer moved away from 
being the absence of a specific quality (i.e. heterosexuality), and became associated the presence of 
a desire to exist outside of the conformities of society. The idea of ‘queer’ has remained grounded 
in gender and sexuality, but now also stands to confront traditional conceptions of sexual identities 
by deconstructing the groupings, beliefs, and conclusions that maintain them. The transformation of 
‘queer’ showed the emergence of various possibilities and alternative perspectives, and promoted 
the empowerment of all sexualities, particularly those in sexual minority groups (Dilley, 1999). 
    Queer theory was developed between 1960 and 1970 through liberation movements, lesbian 
feminism and poststructuralism. It can be seen as falling under the umbrella of social 
constructionism (Marshall & Rossman, 2010). Queer theory views identity as multi- faceted and 
changeable with experiences and time. It supports the idea that identity is too complex to be labeled 
and categorised as this can portray a rigid incomplete picture. Queer theory describes identity as 
wide ranging with countless ways in which ‘identity- components’ could combine and influence 
one another to create an ‘identity’ (Marshall & Rossman, 2010), which is seen as consistently 
adjusting to the social environment (Dilley, 1999).
     Queer theory has a predominant focus on gender and sexuality which it aims to explore and 
challenge (Marshall & Rossman, 2010). Sexual identity is believed to be constructed through social 
relations in a social context, meaning it may not be fixed but rather adaptable to the environment. 
Sexual identity is seen as continually changing its meaning; so by establishing definitions and 
descriptions for sexuality, human behaviour can become oversimplified and restricted. However, it 
is the creation of these meanings and understandings of sexuality, as well as the dominant and 
consistent acceptance of them, that forms the basis of Queer theory (Dilley, 1999).  Importantly, 
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Queer theory is less concerned with explaining,  
repression or expression of a homosexual minority [and more a matter of examining] the 
hetero/ homosexual figure as a power knowledge [system] that shapes the ordering of 
desires, behaviours and social institutions, and social relations, [simply put], the 
constitution of the self and society (Dilley, 1999, p. 460).  
     Queer theory also challenges other social constructions such as social roles or status. It believes 
in a wide acceptance of the individually lived experiences of people (Dilley, 1999). It has also 
established meaningful platforms within the digital world, with the aim of the empowerment of 
queer individuals. Social media is used to encourage the sharing of experiences and knowledge, to 
make connections with others in the queer community, for the avocation of human rights, and for 
giving a voice to those who previously believed they had none. Queer theory maintains that social 
reality is ever- evolving, and so too must our understandings of this reality (Rumens, 2016).     
Criticisms of Social Constructionism and Queer Theory
     With the wide acceptance of traditional theories that support the objective knowledge of society, 
many traditional theorists have criticised social constructionism as being radical and unscientific. 
However, with the growth of social constructionism, there has been increasing explorations of the 
ideals and aims thereof, and theorists are considering its notions more seriously (Stam, 2001).
     Social constructionism has also been criticised for having numerous theoretical positions and 
perspectives of reality which can cause confusion when attempting to understand the movement. 
However, the variety of thought coincides with the very nature of social constructionism, which is 
not rigid or linear, or governed by a singular understanding. Rather it encourages the very critical 
thinking its ideals attempt to instill within society (Stam, 2001). 
     Social constructionists have been criticised for their detached understanding of historical 
processes that create social constructions, and how they become socially accepted and powerful 
influences in our daily lives. Many constructionists focus on the aspects of society that are 
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constructed, and what makes them so, while they can overlook the historical roots of constructions 
which developed from something real. In which case, social constructions could more accurately be 
seen as developing from historical events, real knowledge, actual experiences and recollections, and 
the individual’s understandings and explanations thereof at the time. These understandings may 
then be continuously reinforced through language and learning, develop into the social memory of 
the society, and are passed down to following generation as objective (Burke, 2008). 
    Other criticisms of social constructionism include its central inconsistencies. On the one hand, 
there are claims that nothing is ‘real’- it is only ‘real’ because it has been constructed to have 
meaning. On the other hand, there are claims that this is as ‘real’ as reality gets, that our 
constructions are all we have, with nothing more ‘real’ beyond them. This can again cause 
confusion; however, social constructionism is not bound to a distinct way of perceiving reality, it 
also cannot place claims on reality while asserting that reality is fabricated, nor can it assert 
anything as objective as it views objectivism as being dictatorial on society. Consequently, social 
constructionism can merely offer an alternative way of thinking about reality (Stam, 2001).
     Queer theory shares some of social constructionism’s criticisms. It is similarly complex which 
can make it challenging to grasp in its entirety. The theory has been ridiculed for its use of technical 
jargon that can only readily be understood by elite intellectuals, and is rarely known to those outside 
of universities. Queer theory is also criticised for not always remaining committed to its 
deconstructionist origin. Most people are still only versed in the derogatory meaning of ‘queer’. 
While the theory is noted for its attempts to deconstruct sexual identity, it has still not entirely 
deconstructed the notion of queer in society.  Additionally, internal inconsistencies of queer theory 
make it challenging to discuss constructs of ‘gay’ or ‘lesbian’. The very communication thereof 
maintains and strengthens the social constructions and categories by placing further emphasis on 
them; again going against its deconstructionist nature. Finally, queer theory asserts that reality 
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cannot be divided into categories, yet it puts forth and supports the category of ’queer’. Based on 
these limitations, queer theory itself remains under continuous revision (Dilley, 1999).
A Society as One
     Within societies, social constructions direct individual’s development; constructions both serve 
individuals and work against them. From birth individuals are assimilated into a sociocultural 
context by being given a name, language, traditions, social norms, identities and worldviews. 
Socialisation can assist in creating order in society; however, it can also cause rigidity (O’Neil, 
2011). “We were all humans until race disconnected us, religion separated us, politics divides us, 
and wealth classified us” (Wolf, n.d.). Society can maintain narrow belief systems and knowledge, 
which are often based on past understandings. These understandings may or may not be relevant to 
current needs or contexts. Furthermore, constructions and classifications can place an emphasis on 
what differentiates individuals, limits their perspectives of reality, and disconnects them from the 
greater whole (Joseph, 2009; Hofrath, 2012). Where individuals choose to place importance when 
forming their constructions, can either connect or disconnect them from their self and others. In 
addition, disharmony and/ or conflict can result when some constructions are deemed better than 
others (Joseph, 2009); or some self- expressions are acceptable, while others are not. 
     Many modern individuals take pride in their advancement and philosophic enlightenment, yet 
many fail to acknowledge our continued conformity to constructions that cause conflict, and limit 
human progression. If we assume that individuals are social beings, then establishing cultures and 
social constructions are inevitable. However, as individuals it is important for us to understand that 
harmony is reliant on the ability to consciously co- exist with each other and all life; and allot every 
living being the same rights we claim for ourselves (Hofrath, 2012).  
     Humanity is capable of innovative thinking and inspired action. For progression, it appears vital 
that we shift our consciousness towards social constructions that benefit all of humanity. This may 
be achieved by focusing on and appreciating our oneness and the commonalities between us, rather 
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than that which separates us. It can open us up to our instinctual ability to live in harmony with each 
other and all life. The world community could be constructed on social values which encourage 
acceptance, tolerance and unconditional love which resonates from the collective consciousness. To 
do so, we need to look deeper within ourselves to discern our own truths and purposes, create a 
meaningful existence, and reconnect with the greater whole (Elgin, 1997; Joseph, 2009).
Conclusion
     This chapter explored social constructionism and queer theory. Social constructionism is a broad 
theory that accepts an array of views on the creation of reality. The chapter presented general 
features of social constructionism with a focus on the construction of religious and sexual identity. 
Queer theory further explored sexuality and its boundaries within society. Following this was the 
criticisms related to social constructionism and queer theory. Finally, the chapter explored the 
potential a society based on our commonalities, that seeks to benefits all of humanity.
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Chapter III
Identity
Overview
    This chapter presents the process of identity development. It describes identity and the generally 
accepted course thereof as asserted by identity theorists Erikson and Marcia, including criticism of 
these identity theories. Once a framework for the process of identity development has been 
explained, sexual identity and religious identity will be highlighted. As such, D’Augelli’s life span 
framework and Bell’s model will be utilised respectively. The inclusion and exploration of these 
theories is considered necessary and vital in order to gain insight into sexual – religious identity 
development. Finally, the chapter examines sexual and religious identity development research. 
Identity Development
     Identity is multifaceted and complex. It can be described as an ordered and integrated psychic 
structure. As identity develops, it incorporates the individual’s principles and practices, beliefs, and 
cultural scripts which direct how they construct meaning of self, others, and the world. As much as 
identity includes an inner self, the external self which emerges within the social context is an 
important determinant thereof (Haizlip, et al., 2014).  
     A variety theories are put forth to understand identity development. It is generally accepted that 
the course of identity development begins during infancy, persists in childhood, and later becomes 
the focal point of adolescence. During adolescence much time is spent exploring, developing, 
discovering and defining a sense of identity. Identity is formed in physical, cognitive, psychological 
and social domains, in response to the questioning of ‘who am I?’ (Clark & Justice, 2014).
     Identity is distinctive to every individual and remains relatively stable over time. It is what 
differentiates individuals from one another. However, there are aspects of identity that are similar, 
and shared between people, and aspects that are different. Similarities stem from the relationships 
individuals have with each other and the broader social collective. It can take form in a national 
identity, cultural identity, and/or gender identity. Similarities are based on identification with others 
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that are believed to be similar to the individual in important ways. These identifications may thus 
stem from similar social, cultural and, biological traits, as well as shared personal histories, 
religious beliefs, morals, and interests (Buckingham, 2008).
     When individuals make identifications with those around them, they may concurrently battle 
with authenticity. They may experience conflict, rooted in particular to the parts of identity related 
to difference. Individuals are unique yet simultaneously have to alter their individualism to be in 
line with their social expectations (Buckingham, 2008). However, it is important to note that 
psychological theory maintains that individuals will search for congruence in their lives as 
incongruity produces psychological tension which they will try to resolve (Rasarlo, Schrimshaw, 
Hunter & Braun, 2010). Thus, individuals will search to align conflicted parts of their identity. 
Erik Erikson’s Theory of Identity Formation
     Arguably, the most well-known identity theorist Erik Erikson (1968, p. 165) defined identity as;
the experience of self- sameness and continuity of one’s existence in time and space, and 
the perception … that others recognize one’s sameness and continuity… a feeling of being 
at home in one’s body, a sense of knowing where one is going, and an inner assuredness of 
anticipated recognition from those who count.  
     Erikson saw identity as socially founded. He put forward the idea of ‘ego identity’, referring to 
an individual’s unique combination and pattern of biological, psychological and social aspects. In 
particular, Erikson saw ego identity as a conscious sense of individuality and an unconscious 
motivation towards living and experiencing (Bertram- Troos, de Roos & Miedema, 2005). Erikson 
believed that individuals progress to the point of ego identity by developing through the eight 
psychosocial stages of development that span a lifetime. Each stage contains a ‘crisis’ understood as 
internal psychological conflicts with distinctive developmental tasks. When individuals are able to 
successfully resolve the ‘crisis’ and meet development tasks, they are said to develop the ego 
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strength needed to move on to the next stage. Ego strengths can be seen as virtues or psychological 
strengths needed in adulthood, and collectively form the basis of identity (Buckingham, 2008).
     Although there are eight stages of development, only the fifth stage which occurs during 
adolescence is relevant here. This fifth stage is called identity versus role confusion. During this 
stage the crises individuals are faced with are figuring out who they are. They face important 
questions regarding their values, attractions, beliefs, morals, interests and passions, as well as 
prospective career options and life roles (Buckingham, 2008). By resolving this identity crisis, 
individuals begin to attain self- knowledge, the components they are made up of, and what their 
future may hold. Erikson believed the basis of an individual’s ego identity is informed by their 
acceptance of ideological values and worldviews, and commitment to descriptions of ‘self’ that 
include personality traits, attitudes, and behaviours (Clark & Justice, 2014). 
     Identity development is often seen as a psychological process and a function of cognitive 
development; however, it also develops through social interactions with significant others and the 
environment which acknowledges and reinforces an individual’s identity. During the identity versus 
role confusion stage, an individual’s explorations typically lead them towards finding and acquiring 
new responsibilities and roles (Zarret & Eccles, 2006). And in the process, the adolescent also finds 
an ‘independent self’ outside of their family which can further be influenced by involvements, such 
as with peers and other social groupings (Spano, 2004). 
     Erickson viewed identity development as a time during which individuals increase self- 
awareness and decrease uncertainty about themselves. The adolescent is in an exploratory phase, 
and it is during this time that sexuality comes to the fore; and religion may be questioned, but in 
many cases it is internalised as the individual’s moral code. As this is a time of transition, it can be 
difficult for many adolescents. The challenges of this stage can lead to negative or positive 
outcomes. On the one hand, individuals who are unable to cope with the challenges of the stage 
may experience uncertainty about who they are (Fleming, 2004). This uncertainty can create 
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Identity 
Achievement/  
Intergration 
Individuals have gone 
through a process  of 
‘identity crisis’ 
through exploring 
meaningful life 
directions before 
making clear      
commitments.
 Identity 
Moratorium
Individuals are still  in 
the process  of finding 
meaning in  different 
adult roles and values. 
They have not yet 
made strong 
commitments.
Identity Diffusion
Individuals show 
limited interest in 
exploring personal 
adult roles  and values. 
Essentially, they have 
abandoned the 
process of making 
commitments to 
various life directions.
 Identity 
Forclosure
Individuals have made 
identity commitments 
without considerable 
exploration. Instead, 
they have avoided        
the ‘identity crisis’ by 
accepting and 
following external 
expectations.
conflict, leaving an individual’s identity unresolved which can lead to the extreme acceptance or 
rejection of adult responsibilities and roles (Buckingham, 2008). On the other hand, individuals 
who are able to cope with the challenges of this stage experience a more clearly defined and 
integrated identity (Clark & Justice, 2014). Erikson further believed that the resolution of the 
conflict at this stage would culminate a growing loyalty and commitment to certain self-
descriptions, meaningful directions, and a sense of purpose in life (Buckingham, 2008).
James Marcia’s Identity Statuses 
     James Marcia (1980) developed a theory of identity that elaborates on Erikson’s ego identity 
development theory, and helps to conceptualise the connection between exploration and 
psychological investment (or commitment) to an identity. Marcia’s views exploration as a period of 
searching and experiencing to decide between various meaningful life options. This behavioural 
level of exploration and experiencing is important as an individual examines various options and 
possibilities to reach a place where final identity decisions or commitments can be made. 
Commitments are the identifications that individuals make with a particular combination of ideas, 
values and aspirations (Bertram- Troos, et al., 2005).  
     On the basis of his notions of exploration and commitment, Marcia established an identity model 
which uses four identity statuses, namely, identity achievement, moratorium, diffusion and 
foreclosure, (Kroger & Marcia, 2011) which are outlined diagram below; 
  
Diagram 1: Marcia’s identity statuses (Kroger & Marcia, 2011)
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     The identity statuses represent the position of individuals in the process of resolving Erikson’s 
‘identity crisis’, and moving towards the integration of identifications, beliefs, values and roles. 
Individuals decide upon meaningful life directions through the process of exploration and 
commitment, in which case, identity statuses become apparent through psychological investments 
or lack thereof. As an individual increases commitment in areas of identity, the more likely a 
particular type of identity status is present within them (Cote & Schwartz, 2002).     
     A criticism of Erikson and Marcia’s understandings of identity development is that they are 
incomplete and narrowly focused on heterosexuals. However, they are able to provide a useful 
framework for understanding identity achievement or integration (Cote & Schwartz, 2002). Kroger, 
(2005) recognised that there are various routes to finding one’s self, and  all routes may not provide 
psychological comfort. He further asserted that it can be psychologically healthy to have an identity 
crisis, as exploration and resolution thereof often leads to identity commitments. Research found a 
positive link between individuals with identity commitments and well- being (McLean & Syed, 
2014).  They tend to have higher self- esteems and lower levels of depression. They were also 
shown to be more goal- orientated, use logical reasoning, and showed a greater ability to be intimate 
in relationships (Kroger, 2005; McLean & Syed, 2014).   Marcia saw ‘identity integration’ as being 
connected to maturity and psychologically ‘healthy’ behaviours in various areas of life. Erikson also 
viewed an ‘optimal identity’ as an individual living with a psychosocial sense of well- being 
(Kroger, 2005, 2011).
     Identity integration can be challenging for lesbian individuals within a social order that is 
dominated by heterosexist attitudes and norms. They may be judged as different or even 
psychologically unhealthy. This discrimination can lead lesbian individuals to show little interest or 
abandon exploration of their sexual identity, which is related to identity diffusion. Alternatively, 
lesbian individuals may make premature commitments to a heterosexual identity to avoid conflict 
and/ or conceal their homosexual identity which is related to identity foreclosure. Although lesbian 
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individuals may attempt to avoid conflict, becoming ‘stuck’ in either of these statuses would mean 
living inauthentically which would inevitably lead to conflict. Alternatively, the prolonged 
experience of conflict may encourage lesbian individuals to search for meaning which is related to 
identity moratorium, and includes the exploration of values and meaning life directions towards 
identity integration (Couch, 2009). 
Criticisms of Traditional Identity Theories and the Limitations Posed to Homosexual Identity 
Development
     Traditional identity theories are criticised for being stage based, which emphasises a movement 
from a certain developmental beginning to an end- state.  Such conventional perspectives maintain 
that identity is the development of an already existing ‘self’ that is generally established during 
adolescence, and persists into adulthood. Erikson’s emphasis of sameness and continuity shows an 
essentialist stance towards identity development, that appears to approve certain types of behaviour, 
thinking, and feeling while making others insignificant (D’ Augelli, 1994). The alternative 
argument is that identity development is an ongoing process that is socially constructed, and that 
psychosocial development is a changeable and adapting process (Berger & Luckmann, 1966).
     Erikson believed that his developmental stages could be universally applied. However, the 
developmental stages are founded on Western perspectives, and do not account for other historical 
and cultural contexts (Cote & Schwartz, 2002). Sociocultural values can influence identity 
development. For instance, Erikson’s stages value independence and individualism; whereas 
African countries often value inter- dependence and community. Thus, the universal application of 
Erikson’s stages is questionable (Ramokgopa, 2001).
     Marcia’s identity statuses are argued to be narrowly outlined. Although the statuses are based on 
the primary notions of Erikson’s identity theory, it is said not to be fully representative of his entire 
concept of identity. Rather the statuses focus more on the question of whether or not there has been 
an exploration before commitments are made (Bertram- Troos, et al., 2006); this has resulted in 
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criticisms of the usefulness of the identity statuses in explaining identity development (D’ Augelli, 
1994). There is also a wide view that the statuses are not defined enough to be considered a 
developmental theory, and a greater emphasis needs to be attributed to environmental and 
contextual aspects in identity development (Lichtwarck- Aschoff, van Geert, Bosma & Kunnen, 
2008). To bridge this critique, Bosma (1985) expanded on Marcia’s theory by focusing the 
transactions between the individual and the environment. The focus was on the actual content of 
adolescent exploration and commitments in the areas of personal characteristics, familial bonds, 
intimate relationships, religion, vocation, and leisure. This extended the identity statuses, and linked 
them back to the concepts of identity outlined by Erikson. 
     Some psychologists have argued that certain developments such as sexuality, can vary between 
individuals and genders, and can differentiate between cultures. Furthermore, sexuality can 
influence, and is influenced by religion in different manners depending on the individual’s 
circumstances (Fisher, 2012). In which case, linear developmental models such as Marcia’s identity 
statues can be generalised and run the risk of overlooking social variations (Worthington, Savoy, 
Dillon & Vernaglia, 2000). To bridge this critique, Waterman (1985) asserted that the four identity 
statuses should not be seen as rigid or a linear developmental process followed by all adolescents. 
Rather, different approaches and routes can be taken by adolescents in identity development, 
depending on their environments and cultural practices (Bee, 2000).
    Other criticisms of the Erikson and Marcia’s developmental approaches include their being too 
normative. Both theories view a healthy, psychologically assured individual as one with a stable 
well integrated  identity, and individuals who show continued  identity confusion as being in ‘crisis’ 
with an unintergrated ‘self’. Furthermore, traditional identity theories are criticised for being 
heteromative as they show heterosexuality as part of a psychologically healthy identity, and assume 
a connection between a positive identity and heterosexuality (Schwarts, Luyckx, &Vignoles, 2011). 
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       The developmental stage based approach to identity seems in direct contrast to many of the 
notions underpinning social constructionism, which are generally seen as more subjective, and 
adaptive to the individual environment. Although the overall conceptual framework of the study is 
social constructionism, stage based theories provide an alternate exploration of identity, and the 
understanding of how it forms.  Overall, identity in this study is viewed as the sum of multifaceted 
and complex biological, psychological, sociocultural and environmental constructs, with a range of 
elements, identifications, influences and interpretations being incorporated into identity (Howard, 
2000). The identity constructs highlighted in this study are sexual identity and religious identity.
Sexual Identity
     Sexual orientation can be described as an individual’s physical and/or emotional attraction to 
either a male, female, or both.  The three historically known sexual orientations (i.e. heterosexual, 
homosexual and bisexual) are differentiated by attraction, and each follows their own 
developmental process (Parker, 2004). Attractions often lead to curiosity about sex, increasing 
sexual desires, sexual exploration and experimentation, intimate encounters,  romantic relationships, 
and building upon emotional maturity (World Health Organisation, 2006); all of which contribute to 
the development of a sexual identity (American Psychological Association, 2011). 
     Sexual identity can be described as an individual’s understanding and expression of their sexual 
orientation (Knight & Hoffman, 2007). Sexual identity development is an important aspect of 
adolescence. It is usually during this time that an individual’s sexual orientation becomes apparent 
(Parker, 2004), and they begin to purposefully acknowledge and explore their sexuality as an 
element of their identity (Haizlip, et al., 2014). However, some individuals may choose not to 
acknowledge and explore their attractions for fear of stigmatisation (American Psychological 
Association, 2011). For instance, same sex attractions can cause individuals conflict in light of 
religious and social norms that steer them towards heteronormative ideals, in many cases causing 
them to hide their sexual orientation and identity (van Vollenhoven & Els, 2013). Sexual 
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exploration and the integration of attractions, and sexual behaviours are important aspects of sexual 
identity development. Sexual exploration often leads to commitments to a sexual identity that 
includes a sexual ‘self’ and a sexual value system (Knight & Hoffman, 2007; Haizlip, et al., 2014).  
     Essentialism views sexual orientation and identity as emerging from biological and 
environmental factors. It is considered to be an inherent part of an individual’s existence, meaning 
their attractions and sexual self is predetermined by birth, and then influenced by their social 
interactions and learning across their lifespan. On the other hand, sexual orientation can be viewed 
as the socially constructed act of self- labeling oneself based on societal categories that convey 
meaningful descriptions of one’s sexual attractions. This viewpoint argues that although there are 
individuals who engage in homosexual, heterosexual and bisexual behaviour in all societies, this 
behaviour should not predictably determine an individual’s identity or social position (Herek, 
2004). The long standing essentialist stance of heteronormativity challenges the constructionist 
model. One cannot deny that heterosexual sex is needed for the continuation of the human species; 
however, attraction and desire can be far more elusive than biological purposes (Chapman, 2011).
     A concession between the essentialist and constructionist viewpoints indicates that similarities 
exist across cultures, which are seen in the patterns of sexual behaviour and attractions. To an extent 
sexual orientation does have biological origins; however, the meaning and significance related to 
these patterns differs between cultures. These differences are important in understanding which 
elements of human sexuality are innate and universal, and which are sociocultural norms. Thus, 
there are aspects of sexual orientation shared by all humans, but how sexuality is understood and 
experienced can vary for individuals within their social context (Herek, 2004; 2012).
     There is a growing understanding of sexual orientation, however, many questions remain. It 
appears probable that an extensive array of biological, psychological, sociocultural and 
environmental variables contributes to the development of sexual orientation and identity (Herek, 
2004). On the one hand, by trying to rigidly describe sexual orientations, we can risk 
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oversimplifying our views of human behaviours (Shagor, 2006). On the other hand, much still 
needs to be described in underexplored areas of sexuality. For instance, many conventional 
approaches of identity development have a dominant focus on heterosexual individuals who 
function within a heteronormative society, while the conflict homosexual individual’s face during 
identity development is still not clearly understood or socially resolved. However, it can be assumed 
that this conflict may result in a sense of shame and guilt, which is often internalised and hidden – 
as societal norms which homosexual adolescents are primarily exposed to, do not often provide 
them the space for exploration and expression of their sexual identity (Subhrajit, 2014). 
Homosexuality
     Society has constructed two broad perspectives of homosexuality. On the one hand, the 
conservative perspective views homosexuality as an abnormality, and considers homosexual 
behaviour to be deviant. On the other hand, the progressive perspective views homosexuality as a 
natural and acceptable human condition (Sachs, 2009). In recent years, society has become more 
approving of alternative sexualities, and there is an increasing support for the progressive view 
(Pew Research Center, 2011). However, the historical construction of a heteronormative society 
preserves the power of the conservative view in which heterosexuality is generally expected, 
preferred and encouraged (Zevallos, n.d.). In the modern world, many homosexual individuals still 
face the struggle of constructing a sexual identity in silence and shame (Dahl, 2011). It can be a 
difficult process to accept a personal characteristic which is made socially adverse. From a young 
age, individuals are socialised into the ideals of heterosexism. This is generally taught by parents 
and religions, in schools and communities, and shown in the media. Conventional knowledge 
constructs same- sex relations as problematic, making homophobia a common and acceptable 
occurrence in society (Little, 2016). As a result, many homosexual individuals internalise 
oppositional attitudes towards homosexuality, and believe that their attractions are problematic. 
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This may lead to attempts to reject of their homosexual attractions, which can affect their sense of 
self, and deny them of a life which affirms their authentic self (Drescher, 2004). 
     Heterosexism is the belief that heterosexuality is normal, while other sexualities are marginalised 
in society (The Rainbow Resource Centre, 2012). It forms a prominent part of our traditional social 
knowledge and perspectives of sexuality and sexual categories. Many generations have been 
socialised into this conservative perspective (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet, n.d.). However, with the 
abundance of knowledge and technology, information sharing, and world connectivity, there 
appears to be an increased understanding of homosexuality among people (Siemens, 2004). There 
are more LGB rights and communities, support for sexual equality in society, and a general 
acceptance of individualism. This has resulted in present generations experiencing a social reality 
that can be regarded as more open to diversity and alternative ways of being (CBN News, 2011). 
More lesbian individuals feel comfortable to express their authentic selves (Centre for Young 
Women’s Health, 2016). Research indicates that homosexual individuals who are open (and 
confident) about their sexuality tend to experience greater life satisfaction, and develop an 
integrated identity (Weber- Gilmore, Rose, & Rubinstein, 2011).  
Homosexual Identity Development
    Sexual identity development usually begins in early adolescence (sometimes childhood) with an 
awareness of attractions, in this case same sex attractions. Attractions can lead to sexual exploration 
and encounters, and possibly relationships, which all contribute to homosexual identity 
development. Although some individuals may choose not to pursue their attractions, a homosexual 
identity can still develop regardless of engagement in homosexual behaviours. Conversely, not 
everyone who experiences same- sex attractions develop a homosexual identity. Some individuals 
can engage in homosexual behaviours, while never identifying themselves as gay or lesbian (Knight 
& Hoffman, 2007). 
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     Individuals who experience homosexual attractions, whether they pursue these attractions or not, 
can experience conflict with their attractions as they are viewed to be problematic by societal 
standards (Parker, 2004). Many homosexual individuals may not know how to manage their 
conflicting feelings. They may attempt to repress or deny their attractions, and make heterosexual 
identifications for fear of rejection from their relatives, peers, religions and society. For many, the 
process of accepting a homosexual identity has been found to be an ‘identity struggle’ (Lease, Horn, 
& Noffsinger-Frazer, 2005). The process of homosexual identity development can be experienced 
as emotional, cognitive and behavioural incongruence, which is significantly different to the 
experience of heterosexual identity development (Rasarlo, et al., 2010).   
Models for Understanding Homosexual Identity Development
     There are various models established to understand homosexual identity development. These 
include Fassinger’s model of gay and lesbian identity formation (1979), Cass’s model of sexual 
orientation identity formation (1979), and Troiden’s model of sexual identity development (1989). 
These models are generally situated within the western perspective on sexual orientation, and place 
an emphasis on internal processes, which are usually presented within stages of development and 
follow a linear progression with an end state. The sample explored in the current study emerged as 
made up of Afrikaans white individuals, thus their culture more aligned with the individualistic 
western perspective. Thus a western influenced model was deemed appropriate for use here. Based 
on the direction of the current research towards understanding identity as multifaceted, complex, 
and nonlinear, Anthony D’Augelli’s (1994) model was chosen to conceptualise sexual identity 
formation (Bilodeau & Renn, 2005). This model is a life span approach that takes the social context 
into consideration in a manner not theorised by the above mentioned stage models. 
     D’Augelli’s life span model.
     Many individuals describe their sexual identity development as a complex and adapting process. 
Similarly, this model shows identity development as dynamic; an individual is shaped by many 
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social interactions and exchanges in various cultural and sociopolitical contexts, over a particular 
historical time during span of their life (Bilodeau & Renn, 2005; D’Augelli, 1994). The model 
examines sexual identity by analysing an individual’s life circumstances and changes from birth 
through adulthood. It further assesses patterns of social connection and intimacy throughout the 
individual’s life, and the relations between the individual, their significant others, and their 
environments (D’Augelli, 1994).       
     D’Augelli (1994) distinguished six interactive nonlinear processes. Individuals are viewed as 
continually developing and may move between processes as there is no true beginning or end, rather 
continued discovering and development throughout life. The processes include the development of 
a self- concept, familial and peer relationships, interpersonal relations, and community associations. 
An individual’s environment can largely influence their experience and/or point of development 
within processes. For instance, an individual may have developed a personal homosexual identity, 
but decide not to disclose this identity socially. Individuals can also experience one process more 
than another. These processes will be explored in more detail below.
     Exiting heterosexual identity.
     Exiting the heterosexual identity is a process. It involves the individual’s acknowledgment that 
their attractions are not heterosexual, and that their identifications are not to heteronomative 
standards. Exiting the heterosexual identity can increase an individual’s exploration and 
understanding of their homosexual attractions (D’Augelli, 1994). Disclosure is an important aspect 
of exiting the heterosexual identity as it can assist an individual’s acknowledgment of their 
homosexuality, and build their sense of comfort with their attractions. This would involve ‘coming 
out’ which is an individual’s process of describing their sexual identity as gay or lesbian to others 
for recognition of their sexual self (D’Augelli, 1994). Coming out starts with the very first person 
an individual tells about their homosexuality, and can continue throughout their life due to the 
heterosexist assumptions upheld by society. As such, coming out can be particularly difficult 
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process for individuals who have internalised homophobic perceptions. They may seek assistance to 
cope with their conflicting feelings, and exiting the heterosexual identity (Herek, 2004). 
     Developing a personal lesbian- gay- bisexual identity status. 
     D’Augelli (1994, p. 325) believed that the development of a personal identity status is centered 
on “personal socio- [emotional] stability that effectively summarises thoughts, feelings, and 
desires”. In the process of developing a homosexual identity, individuals begin to challenge their 
conventional knowledge of homosexuality. This involves challenging internalised negative 
perceptions of homosexuality, and the recognition of the positive identifications made with a 
homosexual identity. In essence, reframing socialised myths of same- sex attractions (D’Augelli, 
1994). As a great part of sexual orientation is social in nature, an individual’s sexual interactions 
affirm their sexuality, and provide them with knowledge of homosexuality in their environment. As 
follows, developing a sexual identity happens primarily within intimate and interpersonal 
relationships, and in groups who share sexual knowledge and experiences. With increased exposure 
thereof, an individual forms a personal identity status that is more in line with their attractions, and 
sense of sexual identity. Furthermore, their ability to process conflict can assist in the integration of 
their homosexual identity and sense of self (Herek, 2004; Cote & Schwartz, 2002).      
     Developing a lesbian- gay- bisexual social identity.
     Developing a lesbian social identity can be seen a lifelong process that is important for personal 
development. It involves the establishment of an extended and diverse system of individuals who 
are aware of and acknowledge the individual’s lesbian status, and are able to offer them social 
support. In an ideal situation, an individual’s support system would be ‘affirmative’ of their 
homosexual identity. Conversely, a disapproving system comprises of individuals who do not 
acknowledge the individual’s homosexuality, and prefer them to conceal their attractions.  In these 
cases, others may be disapproving of homosexuality but tolerate it, which can be still be detrimental 
to the individual as this reinforces societal perceptions of homosexuality being problematic. This is 
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not to say disapproving systems cannot change over time. However, it is for this reason that the 
process of developing a social identity can be life long, as it is only with time that individuals can 
discern the genuine nature of other’s reactions to their sexuality. Furthermore, homosexual 
individuals may have ‘come out’, but their social identity can remain hypothetical until their 
sexuality is made real by social aspects such as a relationships with the same sex (D’Augelli, 1994). 
     Becoming a lesbian- gay- bisexual offspring.
     A difficulty for many homosexual individuals can be disclosing their sexual orientation to their 
parents, for fear of disappointment and/ or rejection. Disclosure can also lead to disruptions with 
parental relationships, however, research reveals that with time and understanding, relationships 
with parents can go back to the predisclosure position (Miller, 2005). Within this situation, the 
desired outcome is reintegration into the family to enable familial support that would ideally be 
affirmative of the individual’s homosexual orientation. In many cases, the responses of family 
members vary and show complex patterns of adaptation. Families commonly seek to ‘contain’ the 
perceived deviance of homosexuality by not acknowledging it, which can further reinforce the 
heterosexist perceptions of society. In many cases it is up to the homosexual individual to take on 
the responsibility of moving their family from tolerating their homosexual orientation, towards 
affirming it (D’Augelli, 1994). Recent years have shown an increasing acceptance of homosexuality 
in society. This has led many parents to become proactive in understanding and affirming their 
child’s sexual orientation (Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2011).
     Developing a lesbian-gay- bisexual intimacy status.
     D’Augelli (1994) asserted that the psychological complexities of homosexual relationships are 
further complicated by the invisibility of homosexual couples and relationships in society. Over the 
years stereotypes and prejudices have dominated much of the thinking regarding homosexual 
intimacy. Much of society’s social knowledge and cultural narratives promote heteronormative 
values, and show limited examples of positive homosexual relationships. This can lead homosexual 
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individuals to feel a sense of uncertainty in forming intimate bonds. This uncertainty may further 
require them to establish personal, couple- specific and communal norms to create a sense of social 
structure. In recent years, there has been an emerging acceptance of homosexual intimacy; and a 
growing representation of influential homosexual individuals and couples in the public eye who 
attempt to breakdown assumptions of inferiority, promote disclosure, and provide positive examples 
of homosexual relationships. However, continued discrimination in society maintains homophobic 
perceptions, and leads many homosexual individuals to remain conservative in their expression of 
sexual intimacy (Grinberg, 2011). 
     Entering a lesbian- gay- bisexual community.
     Many homosexual individuals are brought up in heterosexist communities, often based on 
cultural or religious reasons, prejudice, and/or a lack of information. Predominantly heterosexist 
communities often fail to provide homosexual adolescents with appropriate homosexual role 
models from which they can learn about their sexuality, and who can strengthen and support their 
acceptance thereof. Consequently, few homosexual individuals have the opportunity to develop 
their sexual identity in an environment that is not conflicted (Rasarlo, et al., 2010). 
     The process of entering a lesbian community includes the development of shared rituals, 
symbols, myths and celebrated holidays. Homosexual communities are visible associations with 
numerous institutions including newspapers, churches, and political organisations, to which 
homosexual individuals can form loyalties, and become involved in social actions (Herek, 2004). 
On the one hand, individuals can take on a more private stance in their homosexual orientation, and 
as a result seldom form these loyalties or become involved. On the other hand, individuals can feel 
strongly about public engagement and social involvement. In some cases, this can be hazardous to 
their careers or living situations, but in other cases, their openness can create greater work and life 
satisfaction. Finally, for many homosexual individuals gaining an understanding of their sexuality 
can also include challenging religious and social limitations within society (D’Augelli, 1994).  
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     Evaluations of D’Augelli’s life span model.
     D’Augelli’s model addresses issues of sexual identity often disregarded by other models. It 
presents human development as a diverse process with several development paths, showing sexual 
identity as adaptable and created by the individual over their lifespan (Bilodeau & Renn, 2005).    
     Since the establishment of D’Augelli’s model, there have been a number of significant events 
and progressions in society that have reconstructed perceptions of sexuality and reorganised the 
processes of identify formation. Following the various social changes made in the understanding 
homosexuality, the relevance of a 1994 sexual identity model in 2016 must be considered. It can be 
argued that sexual identity processes during 1994 may have been different from what is experienced 
today (D’Augelli, 1994). For instance, a young adult coming out in 1994 experienced a different 
reality to one coming out in present times. Although both may have faced a contextual form of 
discrimination and societal rejection, a greater part of the opposition and propaganda surrounding 
homosexuality has dissipated with the growing global movement towards sexual equality. The 
modern world has seen a growing acceptance for diversity, together with increased opposition 
towards discrimination (D’Augelli, 1994). In present times, there is a wide spread knowledge and 
resources available to individuals, which allows for a greater opportunity to cope with and 
challenge unrighteous treatment. As such, the revolutionary movements of homosexuality have led 
to more free expression of sexuality all over the world. However, sexual equality is not yet a 
universal reality as the stigma attached to homosexuality still remains in many parts of the world, 
including South Africa (van Vollenhoven & Els, 2013). Thus, D’Augelli’s model may be dated, but 
the processes described can still be experienced by many. As such, it still offers a meaningful guide 
and valuable insights into the sexual identity development of minority sexual populations, even 
within the present South African sociocultural context (D’Augelli, 1994).
     Other criticisms of D’Augelli’s model are that it includes all sexual minority populations. 
Various identity theorists have asserted that the process of sexual identity development can take 
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different routes for homosexual, bisexual and transsexual individuals. More specifically, 
homosexual identity development can differ between males and females. For instance, lesbian 
woman may struggle to establish a homosexual identity in a society in which their same- sex 
attractions are often fetishised and stereotyped to be part of their emotional nature (Rosario, 
Schrimshaw, Hunter, & Braun, 2006). Consequently, it can be challenging for homosexual women 
to exit a heterosexual identity due to the invalidation and devaluation of their sexual attractions. 
This can further lead to less sociocultural identifications related to lesbian women, a lack of societal 
visibility and understanding of homosexuality in women, and fewer lesbian communities in which 
women can gain a sense of group affiliation and acceptance (Rosario, et al., 2006). 
Religious Identity
     Many individuals report religion to be a significant part of their lives. During childhood, 
individuals are generally taught about and socialised into the religion of their parental and/ or 
familial system. However, during adolescence they may begin to further explore their own thoughts 
and beliefs regarding religion, and think more abstractly which can lead them to evaluate their 
religious and spiritual beliefs. Although many adolescents usually end up accepting beliefs that are 
in line with those related to their childhood, it is their course of exploration, discovery, and 
commitment that is important in the construction of a religious identity (Clark & Justice, 2014). 
     An individual’s religious context has been found to provide them their worldviews, as well as 
their morals, central principles and philosophies, which construct and guide their lives (Clark & 
Justice, 2014). As such, religious identity is viewed as the self- identification, and group 
membership to a specific religion, involving exploration and commitments (The ARDA, 2014). 
Bell’s Model of Religious Identity Development
     Drawing from the work of Erikson and Marcia, Bell (2009) established a developmental model 
which focuses on religious identity formation. This model is outlined below.
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     Religious identity diffusion (RID).
     Children are presumed to begin within identity diffusion as they generally show a minimal 
psychological need to construct an identity. Simply put, they have little interest in defining who 
they are, and thus show limited exploration and often abandon making commitments. Alternatively, 
they may make premature commitments; in this case, Erikson saw children as more likely beginning 
in identity foreclosure rather than identity diffusion. RID describes individuals who have not 
experienced a ‘crisis’,  have not made any commitments to religious components, or show little to 
no interest in religion; or those who use religion only to serve their own motivations. Marcia 
described diffusion as including a sense of indifference, whereas Erikson saw diffusion as a time of 
confusion and exploration. Either way, RID describes individuals who have minimal ties and / or 
identifications to a set of beliefs or a religious community (Bell, 2009). 
     Religious identity foreclosure (RIF).
     RIF refers to individuals who have made commitments to a religion, and its set of values and 
practices. These individuals have often accepted religious beliefs with little exploration of their own 
beliefs and perspectives. They can be described as inflexible and strict, conforming, and appear to 
need the acceptance of others. They often have conservative standards, and can become easily 
defensive about their beliefs (Kroger, 2005). Contextual circumstances may also impose RIF on 
children and adolescents. For instance, in highly religious families and communities, children often 
accept religious commitments with little to no open searching. Even as adolescents they may have 
limited exposure, and not be given alternative resources and opportunities to explore religion. 
However, comfort is often found in accepting religion knowledge and processes, presumably as a 
way to gain a sense of self and purpose that is validated and accepted by others (Bell, 2009). 
     Religious identity moratorium (RIM).
     It is primarily during adolescence that individuals experience a moratorium which serves as a 
time for exploration, in order to make commitments to various areas of life. RIM describes 
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individuals who have not made a commitment to a religion, and are still in the process of 
exploration. A lack of commitment can stem from feelings of anxiety regarding their religious 
identity, or they may be conscientious and reflective towards this aspect of their identity- leading to 
more time spent exploring their notions of religion. Individuals in RIM can be described as having a 
good sense of ‘self’ and a strong will as they do not often conform. These individuals are open and 
curious about various religions, seeking and exploring the meaning religious components may have 
to them. As such, individuals can remain in the process of exploration for extended periods of time; 
for some, a lifetime (Bell, 2009).
     Religious identity integration (RII).
     Individuals in the RII status have explored meaningful life directions and have made 
commitments to a religious identity. They have integrated their religious identifications and 
personal belief system into a holistic identity. With commitment to a religious identity, individuals 
gain a strong sense of independence, and a religious self based on ideals of openness and searching 
for meaning, while remaining respectful to other religions (Bell, 2009).
Evaluations of Bell’s Model of Religious Identity Development
     Religious identity development can be broad and involves various aspects. The use of two well- 
known identity theories and familiar psychological terms assisted the structuring and understanding 
of Bell’s model. However, limitations were shown in the overall generalisability of the model. 
Despite using a large sample, there was an overrepresentation of certain groups (e.g. Christians, 
Caucasians, women, individuals in their 30s, college graduates, etc.) and an underrepresentation of 
other groups. Nonetheless, Bell’s model is still able to provide valuable insights into religious 
identity development (Bell, 2009). 
Sexual and Religious Identity Development Research
     Much research on sexual and religious identity development has taken place. A study conducted 
by Dahl (2011) found that their participants had an early childhood consciousness of their 
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homosexual attractions but often upheld a behavioural devotion to their religious rearing. As 
emerging adolescence, they began to explore their sexuality while further contemplating their 
religious knowledge. This was marked as a time of confusion and frustration for many of the 
participants due to their conflicting feelings and thoughts. In later adolescence, they described a 
process of detachment from their religious affiliations and a growing identification with their 
personal identity, which typically led to feeling of self- acceptance. The process of sexual and 
religious identity development is a continuing and integrate journey, and the study provides insight 
into this process.
     Yarhouse (2004) compared two groups of adult Christian individual’s. One group identified 
themselves as homosexual and as having integrated these experiences into their identity, and the 
other group reported to have same- sex attractions but did not identify themselves as being 
homosexual. The study found that both groups shared early experiences of sexual identity 
confusion, and had similar needs to find a sense of truth and resolution in their efforts to integrate 
their identity. For the group that identified as homosexual, their truth and resolution was described 
as accepting their homosexual identity; while the truth and resolution for the group that did not 
identify as homosexual centered on rejecting a homosexual identity. Both groups were religiously 
committed and described their Christian faith to be a coping resource. However, religiosity was 
found to be harmful in some cases where individuals were not accepted by their church. 
Furthermore, those who identified as homosexual viewed their sociocultural identity as in line with 
God’s distinguished plan of diversity, while those who did not identify as homosexual considered 
the vision of God to be reflected in heterosexual relationships, often denying their existing 
homosexual attractions to remain within the image they believed God intended.
     Yarhouse (2004) further examined common patterns that emerge and can affect the sexual 
identity development of Christian homosexual individual’s. The study found secrecy and isolation 
to be a general occurrence among these individuals, which can be related to conflicting feelings 
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regarding their sexuality and moral code. Equally significant was harsh delivery, which involved 
how religious perspectives were conveyed to homosexual individual’s, with delivery often lacking 
sympathetic reactions and leading to pessimistic feelings towards themselves, other Christians, the 
church and even God. Other patterns included individuals having limited explanatory models to 
describe and understand their homosexual experiences, and feeling a sense of conviction by the 
Holy Spirit for being homosexual. Lastly, meaning and hope was also a common pattern that 
involved processes of ascribing value to their experiences within a broader context, and the sense of 
optimism related to their Christian faith, which all contributed to their sexual identity development.
Conclusion
     This chapter explored identity development. It focused on well-known theories of identity 
proposed by Erikson and Marcia, and critically analysed the rationale of these theories. Once an 
overall process of identity development was explained, the focus turned to sexual and religious 
identity development. The chapter presented D’Augelli’s life span model to explore homosexual 
identity development, and Bells model to explore religious identity development. Finally, the 
chapter examined sexual and religious identity development research. 
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Chapter IV
Religion and Christianity
Overview
     This chapter provides a broad overview of the definitions, characteristics and functions of 
religion. It then focuses on Christianity, particularly exploring Christian ethics and identity 
development, and Christian sexual ethics and homosexuality. Finally, the chapter presents a critical 
reflection of religion in society.  
Religion
Religion Defined
     Religion has an extensive and complex history. It is difficult to discern the rationale of the 
earliest ‘mother religion’, however, it is thought that through the hominisation process social 
systems were conventionalised, and beliefs grew into organised establishments (Wolff, 2006). 
Religion maintains knowledge of a God being central to the belief system, in which God is seen as 
the explanation given to the nature of things, and how they came to be (Stark, 2003). Religion is 
further multifaceted and includes various holistic approaches that offer moral guidance to 
individuals through their lives and relationships with others, God, and the universe. Religion affects 
an individuals’ responses, actions, and how they approach and experience life. It also offers various 
coping strategies and affects an individual’s sense of well- being (Rose, Westefelf & Ansley, 2001).  
     Over decades, there have been various definitions that offer descriptions of religion from 
different points of view, including those from individuals, communities, sociologists, psychologists, 
philosophers, religionists, politicians and so forth. Each description can be thought of as a valid 
interpretation and understanding of religion. There are many forms of religion which are practiced 
subjectively by its followers. This can mean that even those who follow the same religion can 
comprehend and express their faiths in differently. These variations point to religion being a subject 
of opinion, and can make defining it challenging (Giddens & Sutton, 2013). 
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        Durkheim (1912) asserted that although there are variations in religion common threads can be 
found, particularly the belief that religion offers a connection to the scared (or transcendent). As 
such, Durkheim defined religion as: 
a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, that is to say, things set 
apart and forbidden -beliefs and practices which unite into one single moral community 
called a Church, [and] all those who adhere to them (Durkheim, 1912, p.44). 
Similarly, Mensching (1976, p. 5) understood religion to be an individual’s “experiential encounter 
with the sacred”, and the influence of the sacred on their reactive behaviour in the world. Cohen 
further viewed religion as “a mystic unity with a larger life” (Vocino & Killile, 2014, p.28), while 
Pargement (1997) defined religion as “the search for significance in ways related to the sacred” 
(Wong & Wong, 2007, p. 107). These definitions give the idea that embedded in religion is the 
acceptance that there is a holy realm beyond this reality which transcends humans; this sacred realm 
can be referred to as the transcendent sphere. On the one hand, the transcendent sphere can be 
viewed as an objective reality that is real, understood and practiced differently by different 
individuals in their context. On the other hand, the transcendent sphere can be perceived as a 
creation of humans (Geertz, 1993).
Religious Characterisations
     When exploring the characteristics of religion, it is evident the religious perspective’s most 
prominent assertion is that God exists; and is all- loving, all- knowing and all- powerful. He has 
imparted upon individuals a moral code to follow to reach divinity. This offers followers a sense of 
solace and protection, by reassuring them that regardless of their current reality and all it entails, 
they are promised nirvana if they live by their religious code of conduct. It is believed that the 
universe and the lives within it hold deeper meaning and purpose. Believers can connect to God 
through prayer and aspiring to live in the image presented by religious texts (Brame, 2000; Tiller 
2010). On the other hand, there are individuals who do not follow any religion, namely, atheists 
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who do not believe God exists, and agnostics who are not sure what to believe. These individuals 
assert that historical social influences are the primary forces that have created religious beliefs, and 
that many only believe in God because that is what they are socialised to believe by their family, 
communities and societies. Atheists and agnostics find it perplexing that there are so many different 
religions and multitudes of variations, which cause conflict within a religion and between religions. 
Atheists and agnostics also find inconsistencies with what religion regards as ethical, or conversely 
sinful and evil, asserting that these claims should not be accepted as is, but should be questioned 
and analysed (Smart, 2004; Tiller, 2010).
     Religions can be placed into categories. Firstly, religions of address highlight salvation through 
membership to a group that has a special agreement with and pledge to God. Secondly, in religions 
of identity individuals are encouraged to look within themselves to establish and develop their 
relationship with God. With the scientific progression, a third category arose, namely, rationalism 
which refers to those who choose to understand life through a philosophic lens, and consider the 
logical viability of religious claims prior to accepting them into their belief system (Toth, 2005). 
     Religion can also be divided into two main types of theism. Polytheism is the belief in many 
Gods and Goddesses, such as the ancient Greeks who revered Athena, Zeus and many others. They 
believed that there were many divinities that are worthy of reverence. Other polytheistic religions 
include Buddhism and some factions of Hinduism. In contrast, monotheism refers to the belief in a 
single almighty God. Judaism, Islam and Christianity are examples of prominent monotheistic 
practices. They believe that only one true God is worthy of adoration (Goel, 2009). The exact 
moment in time when the belief in a singular God first transpired is and will probably remain 
unknown. However, history has shown that the shift towards monotheism has had great impacts on 
the course of contemporary reality. Some have theorised that the praise of many Gods in polytheism 
became complex, and monotheism rose in favour as it offered followers one God to focus on, and 
outlined distinct values and duties. Today, religion can still be seen as significant shaping force in 
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the lives of individuals and their sociocultural. For instance, Christianity is believed to evoke social 
cultures, values and norms in society (Stark, 2003).
Functions of Religion
     It is evident that religion offers individuals solace that they essentially live in a loving world- 
where those who respect religious ethics and act accordingly will prosper in this life and the next. 
Individuals are drawn to narratives that give order and consistency to their lives. It provides 
meaning to life’s experiences, gives purpose to existence, and evokes a sense of trust in an uncertain 
world. Many religious individuals maintain the belief that everything happens as God intended, and 
all will be okay if they follow the rules (Mifflin, 2007). 
     The importance of religion in the lives of individuals points to the fundamental need to make 
sense of one’s self, others and life (Beyers, 2009). However, religion shows a paradoxical nature. 
On the one hand it seems to serve the need to feel consciously connected to one’s ‘self’ and the 
greater whole, and to live purposefully (Stark, 2003).  Religion assists individuals in forming social 
connections, dealing with negative life experiences and taking meaning from those experiences 
towards personal growth. It further plays an important role in constructing an identity in line with 
an individual’s moral code, and can provide a sense of well- being. In this way individuals can gain 
an understanding of life, how it is all connected, and that it all has meaning and purpose (Richman, 
2007).  On the other hand, religion can disconnect individuals from the ‘self’ (or aspects thereof) 
and the collective (Stark, 2003). Religion itself can create and cause individuals distress and/or 
conflict as rigid belief systems may allot meaning to their lives but not necessarily psychological 
comfort. This can stem from incongruence between religious beliefs and other identity constructs 
such as sexuality (Brahm, 2005). For instance, homosexual individuals may find little comfort in 
religious beliefs that describe their sexual attractions as sinful. They may experience conflict as a 
result of supressing their homosexuality, and attempts to establish a self in line with the religious 
expectations that encourage heterosexuality (Haldeman, 2010).
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    Durkheim (n. d) studied the function of religion within small societies. He found that religion 
provides an organised system for societies based on the discrepancy between the profane and 
sacred. Much of an individual’s daily life can be experienced as average, and routine based. This is 
viewed as the profane as it emphasises the individual’s ordinary everyday experiences (e.g. driving, 
or checking the mail), and focuses on serving personal needs. Conversely, there are also certain 
things an individual experiences as sacred; things that are extraordinary, and inspire feelings of 
wonderment. The scared values the interests of the collective and forms the central values of society 
(e.g. consciousness and unity). It also creates and maintains shared knowledge and social solidarity. 
Durkheim asserted that both the sacred and profane are encompassed by good and bad elements that 
have purpose in society, and add meaning to an individual’s sense of self (Filloux, 2001). 
     Although religion has progressed in spheres of tolerance, in many ways it appears devoted to 
past knowledge. This often leads to rigid belief systems that leave little room for what is beyond 
socialised perspectives (Powell & Clarke, 2010). If left unexplored and unquestioned individuals 
can only repeat what they know, even if what they know may no longer serve their best interests 
(Joseph, 2009). While exploring religion, it is important to remain aware of the foundation 
religiosity provides for development of self, particularly the aspects that direct values and 
behaviours, and assist understanding of self, others, God, and the universe (Groff & Smoker, 1996).
Christianity
     Christianity is one of the most widely practiced religions. This religion is said to have been 
founded some 2000 years ago and follows the teachings of Jesus Christ. Christians go to church to 
worship, and are guided by religious leaders who generally use biblical scriptures to assist with 
spiritual growth (Slick, 2015).  
     Over time Christianity has grown to have multiple factions, although the practise of Christianity 
could account for any group that follows the teachings of Jesus. The Christian faith offers guidance 
to individual’s lives, and shapes their presentation and expression of ‘self’ through encouragements 
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to follow religious principles. However, the interpretations and practices of these principles can 
vary between individuals and groups. These variations and differing perspectives may lead to 
Christians having different views on certain issues, for instance, conservative and liberal (or 
progressive) views of homosexuality (Ives, 2014). Given that ethics is a major part of religion, 
Christian ethics will now be the focus with particular attention to its role in identity development. 
Christian Ethics and Identity Development
    The terms morals and ethics have correlated meanings. Morals are an independent system of 
rules associated with personal behaviour, which can vary between people and cultures. Ethics refer 
to universal standards of human conduct such as equality and safety. However, individuals can 
perceive ethical meanings of standards differently. Furthermore, morals are what an individual does 
in reality, while ethics is what an individual believes they should do (Mackenroth, n.d). What an 
individual does and what they believe should be done can influence how they construct who they 
are and who they believe they should be, which contributes to their experience and view of reality.  
     There are two types of ethical knowledge, namely, “head” knowledge and “heart” knowledge 
(Caron, 2001, p. 116). Head knowledge refers information or facts about self, others and the world 
which are observed and known. Individuals use this knowledge to assist their reasoning and ethical 
decision making. On the other hand, heart knowledge extends past information and facts as it is 
gained through experiences and reflections. This knowledge cannot be learned; it centres on 
intrinsic feelings arising from an individual’s awareness and intuition. Heart knowledge also 
involves the ability to understand something with no need for reason, rather just a sense of knowing. 
It is an individual’s head and heart knowledge that influences their identity. Although some head 
knowledge may always be accepted by an individual (e.g. knowledge of monogamy), in some 
circumstances, intellect (head) and emotion (heart) based knowledge can clash, and needs to be 
negotiated by the individual (Caron, 2001).  Through negotiating head and heart knowledge, “the 
individual [seeks] [to] construct [a] self… toward [the] [formation] [of] [a] meaningful existence” 
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(Schotsmans, 1988, p.170). Heart knowledge is drawn on to guide the individual to pursue a 
‘meaningful existence’, which may be done through the pursuit of religious values, which offer 
individuals knowledge of ethical living (Caron, 2001; Schotsmans, 1988). 
     There are two prominent ethical perspectives of religion. Firstly, divine command theory says 
morally right is that which has been ordered by God and morally wrong is that which has been 
prohibited by God. Here right and wrong are outlined with little room for subjectivity within 
individuals or cultures. Socrates (470-378 BC) asked the question: “is conduct right because God 
commands it, or does God command the conduct because it is right?” The first part points to 
something only being right or wrong because God made it so, which can make morals cryptic. The 
second part recognises that right and wrong is free of God’s will; that morality existed before God’s 
command, and is why he commanded it. Secondly, natural law theory asserts that God established 
what is positive for individuals’ lives and how they should behave because he created us and knows 
what is best. The universe has a rational harmony and everything has a purpose. The Christian 
perspective was based in divine command theory, but later also supported the natural law theory, by 
asserting that God created the natural order and purpose of things (Tiller, 2010). From the Christian 
viewpoint, ethical standards of conduct and practices go according to the biblical scriptures. 
Individuals are understood to interpret Christian policies into actions, meaning they identify and 
live by biblical teachings (Tardo, 2010).
     Christianity can assert principles that can influence how Christian individuals construct their 
identity. The Bible and interpretations thereof can affect an individual’s perception of ethical 
norms, and influence their values and social actions (Liao, 2007) The Ten Commandments are 
central to Christian ethics. They are said to be Gods Commandments, and are viewed by Christians 
as laws of right and wrongdoing. They provide an idea of the principals involved in accepting the 
Christian faith. A broad examination of the commandments reveals God as all- knowing and 
indicates how his followers should worship Him to gain His grace (Hopkins, 2004). 
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     The first four commandments focus on God Himself and an individual’s relationship with Him. 
These first commandments speak of God being the one almighty Creator of all things. Thus, His 
followers are required to be loyal and devoted to Him, and must not worship any other Gods or 
idols. Christians are also required to remain respectful of God by only using His name humbly, and 
also remain committed to worshiping Him by remembering the Holy Sabbath day. The remaining 
six commandments are directed at a Christian’s relationships with his/ her fellow man. They must 
be respectful towards their parents and authority; and value all human life. They must maintain 
purity and honour in their relationships by being sincere and faithful. Christian individuals must 
also have integrity and be truthful with others. Finally, they must be grateful and content with what 
they have by focusing on building strong relationships with others through God (“The Ten 
Commandments”, 2007).
     The Ten Commandments are the basis of what Christians do and/ or what they believe they 
should do, and individuals are required to create a social reality in line with this. Individuals are 
seen as being in a continuous process of assessing their thoughts, feelings and actions against 
ethical knowledge and divine command (“The Ten Commandments for Today’s Christians”, 2015), 
which all contributes to how they construct their knowledge and sense of self. Individuals may thus 
be seen as drawing from ethical knowledge and divine command in their construction of head 
knowledge. For homosexual individuals, head knowledge may affect the heart knowledge regarding 
their attractions. Apposing head and heart knowledge can cause conflict. However, this conflict can 
be resolved through the process of aligning head and heart knowledge (Caron, 2001).
Christian Sexual Ethics and Homosexuality
     The Christian faith views sexuality as a gift from God and part of human nature (Keller, 2004). It 
understands sexuality to be related to an individual’s desire for another to love and complete them, 
and a manner to feel connected to God (Ives, 2014). Christian sexual ethics understands sexual 
intimacy to be a sacred act only appropriate in marital and/ or lifelong unions, which are directed to 
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be between a man and woman. Marriage is seen as primarily intended for reproduction, and 
signifies new life and the heavenly act of creation, and also forms the foundation for family life in 
many cultures (Keller, 2004). This is generally interpreted as encouraging heterosexuality. Many 
have also used this understanding to assert Gods disfavor for homosexuality and consequently view 
same- sex attractions as a rebellion against the natural order God intended for man and woman 
(Yarhouse, 2010, Ives, 2014). 
     There are many who would argue that homosexuality is not mentioned in the bible, while others 
state that it is mentioned and considered a sin. This leads to the consideration that Christian sexual 
ethics are not rigid, generalised beliefs among all those who practice Christianity. Some Christians 
have conservative views of sexuality, while others are more liberal, or have varied views and 
interpretations of sexuality grounded within personal reason and experiences rather than Christian 
scripture or church tradition (Yarhouse, 2010). Although there is no specific mention of 
homosexuality in the Ten Commandments, the seventh commandment (i.e. ‘you shall not commit 
adultery’) has been interpreted to refer to the prohibition of homosexual acts as it speaks to the 
marital union, which for many years was a privilege only allowed to heterosexual couples (Jelle, 
2012). As follows, biblical scriptures can be subjectively interpreted as not necessarily opposed to 
the homosexual preference but rather to disfavour sexual practices beyond the purpose of 
procreation. From this perspective, homosexuality is considered to go against God’s concept of 
reproduction and the creation of new life. Accordingly, Christian sexual ethics tends to focus more 
positively on promoting heterosexuality. However, it does not only present homosexual relations as 
the central negative focus,  it also frowns on premarital sexual relations and adultery as these sexual 
acts are also believed to exist outside God’s intended will for sexual expression and behaviour 
(Ives, 2014).
     Today, for some, Christian sexual ethics have become more liberal and accepting of sexual 
expressions and unions outside the heterosexual norm (Simpson, 2016). There has been much effort 
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to alter traditional knowledge and views of sexuality, for which there has been progression towards 
tolerance of difference (Yarhouse, 2010). Many Christian institutions and churches now welcome 
homosexual individuals, and offer them marital services in countries that have legalised LGB 
marriages (Craig, n. d).
Critical Reflection
     A vast number of religions affirm that our human nature and culture came from the Gods, while 
social theorists view religion and fundamental aspects of our human nature and culture as created 
through social constructions (Groff & Smoker, 1996). Religions maintain an important function in 
the world, and can be viewed as “the world’s conscience… the assigned guardians of… ethical 
behaviour and attitudes” (Tworuschka, n.d., p. 4). Religions have beneficial qualities that can assist 
the progression humanity, however, they also have the potential to propagate and maintain limited 
understandings and narrow worldviews. We live in a vast and infinite universe that has not been 
fully understood and grasped by man. Much knowledge is founded in theoretical works and 
subjective views. As such, we cannot say for certain what our human nature is, or what God 
intended for man; and to establish one belief above another is narrow thinking (Joseph, 2009). This 
can lead individuals to reject different or new understandings that do not fit their traditional belief 
systems, and may cause conflict when exploring alternatives. Nonetheless, it is evident that most if 
not all religions inherently believe in the same ethical values of love, peace, respect, tolerance and 
dignity. If these values are promoted and adhered to, they have the potential to unite individuals and 
to encourage them to construct knowledge and realities which compassionately and responsibly 
serve the needs of all life (UNESCO, 1999). 
Conclusion
      This chapter explored broad aspects and theories of religion. It focused on Christianity, 
particularly Christian ethics and identity development, and Christian sexual ethics and 
homosexuality. Finally, the chapter presented a critical reflection on religion in society.    
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Chapter V
Research Methodology
Overview
     This chapter will present an overview of the research methodology used in the study. To do so, it 
will first outline the research aim. Thereafter, it will present the research design, sampling method, 
research procedure, and data collection and analysis techniques (See Appendix A for a visual 
depiction hereof). Finally, it will explore the ethical considerations that were taken into account. 
Research Aim
     The primary aim of this study was to explore and describe how individuals who identify as both 
Christian and homosexual integrate these parts of their identity, to reach a point of comfort with 
both. Thus, the research question underlying this research was: how do individuals reach a place of 
comfort with both their Christian beliefs and homosexual orientation? This study adopted the 
position that religion and homosexuality can cause psychological conflict in individuals when their 
religious perspectives are in conflict with their homosexual orientation. It further accepted that 
individuals in psychological conflict will seek to resolve this conflict (Cloyd, 2013).
Research Design
     The study falls within a qualitative paradigm, where exploration centers on the context and 
interpretation of data (Marshall & Rossman, 2010). Key characteristics of qualitative research are 
its measurement of words instead of numbers, and its focus on answering the ‘what’, how’ and 
‘why’ questions of a phenomenon (Patton & Cochran, 2002). The question guiding this research is 
how do individuals reach a place of comfort with both their Christian beliefs and homosexual 
orientation? The study focused on exploring and describing the experiences of participants from 
their unique perspective (Merriam, 2009) in order to gain answers to this question. A primary focus 
of qualitative research is exploring experiences that cannot effectively be shown numerically. 
Qualitative research accounts for complexity by including an individual’s real world context. It also 
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seeks to bring about an understanding of the psychosocial world and why things are as they appear 
to be. It explores the behaviours, thoughts and attitudes of individuals; how they are affected by 
circumstances and events, and the development of practices and cultures (Hancock, Ockleford, 
&Windridge, 2007). However, qualitative research has also been criticised to lack precision and to 
be unrepresentative of the population (Patton & Cochran, 2002).
     Within the qualitative paradigm, this research used an exploratory descriptive research design. 
Exploratory research is viewed as the investigation of a theoretical interest. The researcher explores 
an idea or observed phenomenon in order to increase understanding thereof. Although Christian 
beliefs and homosexuality have been extensively studied in the past, to the researcher’s knowledge, 
little research has been conducted in this area in the South African context. Accordingly, descriptive 
research is used to expand on information through descriptions of phenomenon, in order to add to 
the interpretation thereof (Kowalczyk, n.d.). It appreciates contextual factors, and how variables 
interact and change over time. Conversely, this research design lacks generalisability due to the 
limited control of data (Harvard Education, 2010). However, given that generalisability was not 
pursued, and the aim of the study was to understand and interpret the phenomenon in question, the 
design was deemed sufficient to increase the researcher’s insights in this area of study. 
Sampling
     An important stage of any research is selecting a sample to study. In qualitative sampling there is 
no predetermined sample size. A non- probability sampling method was used. This method makes 
use of subjective means to select the sample by including participants that have the characteristics 
under investigation. They are observed to show an understanding of their experiences and 
behaviour, and can offer adequate interpretations thereof to assist the researcher in gaining a rich 
data set (Marshall, 1996). Non- probability sampling is used in cases where understanding a 
phenomenon is of great interest, however, the population being investigated may lack a clear 
definition due to limited research and understanding of the phenomenon in question (Lynch, 2011). 
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     The advantages of using non- probability purposive sampling made the study less costly and 
relatively quick to implement. It is also useful in cases where drawing conclusions and making 
generalisations is less important to the purpose of the research. However, disadvantages are that 
sampling can be influenced by researcher bias (Battaglia, 2011). In this study, the researcher 
guarded against this possible bias though the use of the inclusion criteria. 
     The inclusion criteria stipulated that participants should identify as being Christian, although this 
could have different meanings to them; and identify with a homosexual orientation whether or not 
this was known by others. Participants also needed to be in a position of comfort with both these 
aspects of their identity. Additionally, woman between the ages of 25- 35 were the initial target 
group. However, due to lack of interested participants, the inclusion age was expanded to 25- 50 
years old. Individuals in this age range were assumed to have the experience to offer insights into 
the process of aligning conflicting aspects of identity. Participants were also required to reside in 
Nelson Mandela Metropole where the research was conducted. The first participant was identified 
with the assistance of the research supervisor, after which the snowballing technique was used. 
Snowballing is a sampling technique that requires each participant to identify the next participant 
(Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). The final sample consisted of a total of 5 adult females between the ages 
of 31- 42. Data collection stopped when saturation was reached, which was determined by the 
emergence of similar themes in the interview data.    
     The participants presented with similar profiles and backgrounds, as can be seen below: 
Participant Age Ethnicity First 
Language
Second 
Language
Highest level of 
Education
Employment
1 42 White Afrikaans English Diploma Police Official
2  40 White Afrikaans English Diploma Dental Assistant 
3 37 White Afrikaans English Bachelor’s Degree Medical Assistant
4 31 White Afrikaans English Master’s Degree Engineer
5 40 White Afrikaans English Matric Police Officer
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Thus it is evident that the sample emerged as both white and Afrikaans. Although this homogeneity 
was not intentional, it has both positive and negative repercussions. Results emerging from this 
sample may be seen as more focused, reflecting the experience of a particular cultural grouping, but 
excluding the experience of other cultural groups. 
Data Collection
     Qualitative research methods generally aim to collect data through one – on – one interaction 
with either a single individual or a group of individuals. The present study gathered data through 
semi-structured interviews with single individual. Semi-structured interviews are defined as a 
method of research that allows for open dialogue that is directed by both the research topic and the 
surfacing interpretations of the participant (Manson, 2004). They are often used when the researcher 
seeks in depth understanding of a phenomenon. Semi- structured interviews tend to be planned 
around an interview guide that can include topics, themes, or areas of interest to be covered, instead 
of structured questions. A primary focus of this type of interviewing style is the establishment of 
rapport and open communication which is adaptable and fluid in its nature of questioning. In this 
way semi- structured interviewing often appears conversational. As such, audio recording the 
interviews is of importance as the researcher has a responsibility to remain connected to the 
participant while also ensuring all data is captured with minimal distractions or delays. Advantages 
of using semi- structured interviews is that it allows participants the freedom to voice their 
experiences and thoughts in their own words, and produces detailed, reliable data. A disadvantage 
can be its flexible questioning which can limit the comparability of data sets (Cohen & Crabtree, 
2008). However, as the research did not seek to draw inferences, but rather to gain insights, this 
limitation was unproblematic. 
     All interviews were audio recorded. Audio recording can reduce the loss of important 
information while also assisting the researcher in effective management of the interview. The audio 
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recordings were transcribed by a third party with much emphasis placed on the accuracy and detail 
of the data (Smith & Osborn, 2007).
Research Procedure
     Participants were initially to be identified through an advertisement on a social networking 
website. The advertisement stipulated the aim and details of the research. It also specified inclusion 
criteria for participating in the study. The advertisement asked for interested parties to email the 
researcher. However, no emailed responses were received despite reposting the advertisement. The 
researcher further attempted contacting a religious organisation to gain participants, however this 
was also unsuccessful. With permission from the NMMU ethics committee, the research supervisor 
directed the researcher to an interested participant that met the inclusion criteria. The snowballing 
technique was then used to gain the rest of the participants. 
     Each participant was telephonically contacted to confirm their interest in participating. The aim 
of the study was briefly explained, and it was ensured that the interested party met the inclusion 
criteria. An interview date and time was established. Prior to the scheduled interview each 
participant was contacted again to confirm their participation in the study. At the interview each 
participant was given hard copy of the information letter (Appendix B) and consent form (Appendix 
C) which the researcher then explained in detail to ensure that all information and requirements of 
the study were fully conveyed to each participant. This information included the purpose of the 
study, their rights as research volunteers, and what would be required from them. They were then 
given an opportunity to look over the information, ask questions, or voice any comments or 
concerns. The interviews began once the consent forms were signed, and participant gave 
permission to audio-record their interviews. Each participant was required to give the researcher 
their name and surname, age, contact details, educational qualification, religion and sexual 
orientation. However, other characteristics about their personhood were gathered as part of 
describing their participant demographics and experiences as Christian homosexual women. The 
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participant’s anonymity remained protected by the researcher through the use of pseudonyms. 
Interviews took place at different locations including NMMU, the residence and workplace of 
participants, and Skype. 
     The predetermined interview guide (Appendix D) directed the interview process. It focused on 
exploring the experiences of Christian homosexual women and their process of aligning their sexual 
and religious identities to reach a place of comfort. In depth interviews were individually conducted 
with each participant. The interview guide provided a direction for the interview process but it 
remained open- ended and flexible. The participants spoke freely and openly. They appeared 
comfortable enough to share their experiences with the researcher. The researcher’s heterosexual 
identity did not seem to affect rapport building, in fact some of the participants perceived the 
researcher to be lesbian. This projection may have made them feel more at ease during the 
interview. The interviews varied in durations from 40 minutes to 2 hours (Whiting, 2007). The 
researcher continued to recruit participants until the collected data indicated that saturation had been 
reached according to the emerging themes in the interview content.  
     After each interview was concluded, the audio recording was emailed to a third party who 
transcribed the recording. All five transcriptions were then analysed by the researcher through 
interpretative phenomenological analysis. In addition, transcripts were also sent to an independent 
data analyser for coding. Despite some interviews being more detailed than others, thematic 
analysis revealed a pattern of similar themes. The themes found by the researchers were then 
correlated with that of the independent analyser, leading to a confirmation of themes emerging from 
the data. These themes formed the findings of the study.
Data Analysis
     Data analysis involves the ordering, structuring, and interpretation of collected information. 
(Marshall & Rossman, 2010). To order, structure, and interpret data, and form themes, the 
researcher used Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). 
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Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis
     IPA is the framework in which the data was analysed. IPA asserts that individuals are ‘self- 
interpreting beings’ who give meaning to their life experiences. The meaning individual’s give to 
these life experiences is seen as significant, but only available through an interpretive process 
(Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). In this process, IPA has two primary focus points, namely, 
phenomenological and interpretive. Within the phenomenological focus, the researcher assumes the 
responsibility of understanding and ‘giving voice’ to the phenomenon experienced by participants. 
Equally important is the interpretive focus in which the researcher conceptualises and ‘makes sense’ 
of phenomenological experiences of participants from a psychological perspective, in this case, 
social constructionism and queer theory (Larkin, Watts, & Clifton, 2006). 
     Through the researcher’s comprehensive engagement with the data, it is possible to access 
participant’s inner world. IPA applies a detailed analysis of the personal experiences of participants 
through a systematic search for experiential themes, while also establishing the connection between 
themes (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). As such, the study used IPA as it allowed the researcher to 
explore and understand the participant’s experience of their personal and social world within their 
given context, while further offering the researcher an opportunity to reflect on and develop 
informed interpretations of the phenomena (Biggerstaff, 2008).
     An advantage of the IPA approach is the opportunity for the formation of an alliance and 
understanding between the participant and researcher. Within this alliance, the research process is 
aimed at making sense of the participant’s subjective experiences. In contrast, disadvantages of IPA 
include the requirement of individuals to self- disclose, which can be emotionally difficult. In 
addition, the detailed focus on each individual case can take a long time and decrease the 
generalisability of findings (Smith & Osborn, 2007).  However, as this research sought to explore 
the inner world of its participants, generalisation was not a significant focus of the study.
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     The application of reflexivity was significant in the analysis. Reflexivity refers to the 
‘continuous process of reflection’ within research. It involves the researcher exploring herself and 
includes delving into one’s own assumptions and ‘conceptual baggage’, and how these may 
influence the research (Hsiung, 2010). Reflexivity also includes the exploration of the relationship 
with participants, and how these relationship aspects could influence response and sharing within 
the interviewing process (Hsiung, 2010). In order to engage with the process reflexively, the 
researcher’s personal assumptions needed to be bracketed. Tesch (1992, p. 92) referred to 
bracketing as “suspending as much as possible [of] the researcher’s meanings and interpretations 
and entering into the world of the individual who was interviewed”. The researcher tried to suspend 
her own meanings and interpretations in order to focus on participants, and have their experiences 
emerge as they would express them. Some have argued that bracketing interferes with the 
interpretive process, but in this study it helped form a balance between the participant’s expressions 
of their experiences and the interpretation thereof by the researcher (Biggerstaff, 2008). 
Furthermore, with face to face interviews the researcher found that the rapport and relationship with 
each participant was positive and sound. The participant’s level of comfort during the interviews 
assisted the researcher in gaining in depth information. This said, the interview conducted over 
Skype was negatively influenced by the disruptions of the internet connection. These disruptions 
limited rapport building and the responses of that participant. Thus, the principle of reflexivity was 
held in cognizance and assisted the process of interviewing. 
     IPA interpretation focuses on the themes that emerge in the data set, and as such uses thematic 
analysis to obtain significant themes and patterns.    
     Thematic analysis.     
     Thematic analysis refers to the process of identifying, examining and documenting themes and 
patterns within data, which in the case of this research was from the interview transcripts and audio 
recordings (Riessman, 2007). 
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     The following interpretive stages were used to analyse the transcribed data.
     First encounter with the text. The initial stage of IPA focuses on the meticulous reading and 
rereading of transcribed data, as well as listening to audio recordings a number of times, all of 
which can lead to new insights into the phenomenon. It was important for the interview data to be 
transcribed accurately and comprehensively to ensure that nothing was missed or misinterpreted. 
The focus was on the content and context of the data, the language that was used, and any initial 
‘sense making’ of participants experiences. Equally important was the application of bracketing, 
and reflexivity in which the researcher considered the possible influence her personal characteristics 
(e.g. age, social status, professional experience and knowledge) on rapport with participants and 
interpretations of their experiences (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). The transcriptions were a primary 
source of data analysis for the researcher, who wrote notes of initial thoughts, observations, 
reflections and interpretations while immersed in the data. 
     Preliminary themes identified. At this stage the researcher continued to re- read the transcripts 
in combination with listening to the audio recordings to confirm themes that best show the central 
qualities of the data. It was equally important to focus on previously made notes by the researcher 
(Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012).  The analysis process is cyclical as emerging themes are identified 
section- by- section from interview transcripts, and compared to earlier notes, while the researcher 
simultaneously searches for probable links between themes. In addition, the transcripts were also 
sent to an independent data analyser for coding, to ensure the validity of emerging themes in the 
data. The thematic analysis done by the researcher, and the coding done by the independent 
analyser were correlated; they showed a similar pattern of themes existing across the interview data. 
This correlation process was thus used to confirm the themes found in the data, and form the 
findings of the study. The researcher could have come across ‘disconfirmatory’ cases in which a 
participant’s experiences and/ or their emerging themes do not correspond to research assumptions 
or the entire presenting picture of the data. After sifting through data for disconfirmatory cases, a 
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general correspondence and consistency between the participants’ emerging themes, the research 
assumptions, and the entire presentation of the data was found (Biggerstaff, 2008).
     Grouping themes into clusters. This stage attempts to provide a general structure and 
organisation to the analysis of data by establishing connections and grouping emerged themes into 
‘clusters’ (Biggerstaff, 2008). To do so, the researcher searched for links between preliminary 
themes identified, and grouped similar or related themes into major themes, and possible sub- 
themes thereof (Biggerstaff, 2008).  In addition, the independent analyser explored the similarities 
between themes, and together with the researcher grouped themes and gave each cluster a 
descriptive label. At this stage, themes that had inadequate evidential foundations were not made a 
primary part of research findings (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). 
     Tabulating themes into a summary table. This stage aims to generate a table of major themes 
and sub- themes. The themes are placed in an ordered system to easily determine the central 
features and processes of the research participants. The table can contain supporting data from the 
interviews, such as quotations which best represent the participant’s experiences within specific 
themes and sub- themes (Biggerstaff, 2008). The completed process of IPA includes the findings as 
based on the themes, and a discussion thereof as related to the participant’s experiences and the 
researcher’s interpretations using the chosen theoretical framework (i.e. social constructionism and 
queer theory).
Guba’s Model of Trustworthiness 
     The trustworthiness of qualitative research has often been held in reservation by some 
researchers due to concerns regarding validity and reliability, which can be difficult to attend to 
within naturalistic studies. However, there have also been various articles emphasising research 
methods and how qualitative researchers can address these difficulties. For instance, Guba (1981) 
put forth four criteria that were found to increase the trustworthiness of a study, which are widely 
used and have been accepted by many (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
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     Firstly, credibility refers to internal validity in terms of the study measuring what it set out to 
measure. Essentially it is the confidence held in the ‘truth’ of the data. Techniques such as 
prolonged engagement and persistent observation were used to ensure credibility. This principle 
was upheld in the study through prolonged engagement with data (Shenton, 2004).
     Secondly, transferability indicates the external validity of the findings which examines the 
extent to which these findings can be applied to other contexts. This principle was upheld through 
the use of thick descriptions of the phenomena, to enhance the assessment of its suitability to other 
contexts; however, it should also be stipulated that this study represents an initial exploration, and 
does not set out to generalise findings to other contexts (Shenton, 2004). 
     Thirdly, dependability, involves focusing on the reliability of the study with regards to the 
consistency of the findings and whether the same study could be repeated to yield the same results. 
To accommodate this principle the researcher made notes regarding the research procedure; and 
was supervised throughout the process and findings of the study. A thematic analyser was also used 
to increase the dependability of the data and emerging themes (Shenton, 2004).
     Lastly, confirmability refers to the objectivity of the study which can be affected by researcher 
biases. In essence it focuses on the level of neutrality and the manner in which findings have been 
influenced by the participants rather than the motivation or interests of the researcher. This was 
addressed by focusing on the context of the information, and attending to the effect of the 
researcher on every step of the study. In particular, an audit trail was used as a clear descriptive 
record of the research steps taken from beginning to end. Additionally, reflexivity and bracketing 
was also used, which refers to continued reflection of the research process and the suspension of the 
researcher’s assumptions respectively. These four criteria can assist the researcher in managing the 
trustworthiness of the findings and conclusions throughout the research process (Shenton, 2004), 
and were adhered to in this study. 
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Ethical Considerations
     The term ethics refers to the standards by which the researcher’s behaviour and research 
strategies are evaluated. Ethics are a vital aspect of research as it ensures that participants are not 
deliberately put in harm’s way either physically, socially or emotionally (Rosnow & Roseenthal, 
2005). The researcher took all necessary precautions to ensure the participants felt comfortable and 
safe by staying mindful of the following ethical guidelines: 
Informed Consent
     An information letter was constructed for this study which introduced the researcher and the 
purpose of the research, with the aim of informing participants about the study, its requirements and 
their rights as participants. The letter further specified that all identifying information collected 
from the interviews would be kept confidential, and the participants would remain anonymous. 
Each participant also received a consent form which refers to the written document in which they 
agree to be a participant in the study (see Appendix C).  The consent form was discussed with each 
participant, as well as the process of the research study from pre- briefing to debriefing. This form 
further highlighted different aspects of the research, such as the purpose, procedures, risks, benefits, 
confidentiality, access to the research results as well as participation and withdrawal from the study. 
It was important that participants understood their participation as voluntary, and their right to 
withdraw from the research with no repercussions. The participants were also given an opportunity 
to ask questions and clarify concerns. After the consent form was signed, section 4 of the form was 
detached and given to the participants. It stated their right to withdraw from the study at any time, 
and held the researchers contact details (Rosnow & Roseenthal, 2005).
Anonymity and Confidentiality
     Establishing trust was important. The establishment of trust was aided through ensuring the 
participants anonymity and confidentiality. They were ensured that no names or identifying details 
would not appear in the write up of the research, and that pseudonyms would be used. The 
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participant’s only dealt directly with the researcher, who had sole access to their personal details. 
The researcher and research supervisors, transcriber and data analyser were the only other persons 
with access to the audio recorded interviews (The British Psychological Society, 2009).
Interview Ethics
     A suitable interview date and time was set up with each participant, with interview times 
averaging at 1 hour each. Each participant was informed of the anonymity and confidentiality 
principles within the study. They were encouraged to speak candidly as there were no ‘right’ 
answers, but it was their honesty that would add great value to the research. The participants were 
also told of the audio recorder before the interview, and asked for their consent to record their 
interview. In addition, the participants were informed of their right to withdraw, and should they 
withdraw, that their interview would be excluded from the research (University of Glasgow, 2014).
Possible Risks and Benefits
     Due to the personal nature of the research study it was important to ensure that participants had 
minimal anxiety and were able to speak openly and honestly. The researcher ensured that rapport 
was built with each participant, whom were also briefed prior to the interview and debriefed at the 
end of the interview. If any participant had required psychological assistance, the researcher would 
have intervened and contained the participant, after which the participant would be referred to 
another appropriate professional at the University Psychology Clinic (Uclin). None of the 
participants required psychological assistance after the interview. The participants were not 
subjected to any physical, social or emotional harm during the course of this study (The British 
Psychological Society, 2009). In addition, there were no direct benefits for partaking in this study. 
However, in the process of self-exploration participants may add to their own insights, while also 
bringing about a broader understanding to assist others.
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Debriefing
     Debriefing is a useful disclosure method that can be used in research. It involved a thorough 
discussion with each participant to ensure their psychological wellness at the end of the interviews. 
The debriefing discussion included a general outline of the research, particularly what was being 
investigated and the purpose of the investigation. In addition, the participants were clearly informed 
of their role in the research, and were given an opportunity to ask any questions which were 
answered as openly as possible (McLeod, 2007).  
Conclusion
     This chapter discussed the research methodology. This was done by examining the research aim, 
and design. An outline of the non- probability sampling method was provided, including a 
description of purposive and snowball sampling. The chapter then presented the data collection 
method and research procedure. Following this is the data analysis techniques used, namely, 
interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA). Guba’s model of trustworthiness was then presented 
to ensure the validity of the findings and conclusions. Finally, the chapter discussed the ethical 
considerations in the context of the study.
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Chapter VI
Findings and Discussion
Overview
     This chapter presents the findings of the study as related to the themes and sub-themes that 
emerged from the interviews. The findings are first presented in tabular form, after which they are 
explored narratively per theme and sub- themes. Finally, a discussion of the findings within the 
context of social constructionism and queer theory follows. 
Findings
     The study aimed to explore and describe how adult women who identify as both Christian and 
homosexual align these parts of their identity, to reach a place of comfort. Thus, the underlying 
research question was: how do individuals reach a place of comfort with both their Christian beliefs 
and homosexual orientation? The position adopted by study is that conflict can arise in individuals 
when their religious perspectives are in conflict with their homosexual orientation. It further 
accepted that individuals in psychological conflict will seek to resolve this conflict (Cloyd, 2013).
     The following interview question was posed to each participant; 
In Christian homosexual individuals, it has been found that some individual’s sexual and religious 
identity may be in conflict with one another. In these cases, some people may go through a 
process of aligning these parts of their identity in order to reach a place of comfort or self- 
acceptance. What was your experience of this process within your own life?  (How were you able 
to align your Christian beliefs and homosexual orientation into your identity to reach a place of 
self- acceptance or comfort?)
     The sample consisted of 5 participants, who ranged in ages from 31 to 42. The major themes and 
subthemes that were identified from the research interviews are presented in the table below:
THE IDENTITY ALIGNMENT OF CHRISTIAN BELIEFS AND HOMOSEXUAL ORIENTATION IN 
ADULT WOMEN
69
Major Themes Sub- Themes
1.   The participants stated the 
denial of their homosexual 
orientation.
Participants identified:
1.1 The belief that it was not possible to be homosexual and a Christian
1.2 The need to hide or deny authentic selves
1.3 The inability to accept themselves led to a break away from family /belief 
system/ Church
2.   The participants expressed 
prolonged periods of 
conflict between their 
religious beliefs and 
homosexual orientation.
Participants expressed:
2.1 Conflict with teachings of Bible/ Church
2.2 Conflict with a belief system that denounces homosexuality but not other 
‘sins’
2.3 Conflict with parents/ family/ community
2.4 Conflict regarding feelings towards other women
3.   The participants expressed 
having feelings of anger 
as a defence against their 
true selves.
Participants experienced:
3.1 Anger towards God for allowing them to have ‘sinful’ feelings 
3.2 Anger towards parents/ family/ community regarding the prevailing 
double standards in society
4.   The participants described 
episodes of bargaining 
with God.
Participants described:
4.1 Praying that God takes away ‘sinful’ desires, and allow them to act out 
their Christian beliefs 
5.   The participants described 
a process of 
deconstruction
Participants described:
5.1 The deconstruction of Christian beliefs and attitudes towards 
homosexuality    
6. The participants indicated 
that they had achieved 
acceptance of their 
religious beliefs and 
homosexual orientation.
Participants expressed:
6.1  God is love and created them to be as they are
6.2  It is more important to live by their own Christian principles rather than to 
follow Biblical teachings without critical thinking
6.3  It is more important to have a good self- image than to worry about others 
thoughts of them
6.4  Being considerate in the expression and display of their sexuality/ and or 
Christian beliefs in communities with different belief systems 
6.5  The use of their homosexual status to educate others by being respectful 
and loving towards partners and others
     For each participant, the themes followed a unique process, and showed a non- linear and 
interactive course with no specific timeline. Participants described experiencing themes as 
interrelated or overlapping (e.g. denial and conflict), and moving in and out of themes prior to 
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reaching self-acceptance. Although having reached a place of comfort, participants described their 
course of alignment as a lifelong process of self- reflection and growth in all aspects of their lives.
     The findings will now focus on exploring and describing the participant’s experiences in each 
of the major themes and sub- themes:
1. The participants stated the denial of their homosexual orientation.   
     Denial refers to participant’s conscious or unconscious dismissal of their homosexual 
orientation. From a psychological perspective, conscious denial refers to suppression, whereas 
unconscious denial refers to repression (Rachele, 2004). Some participants described an 
awareness of their homosexuality, and a conscious refusal to accept it, while other participants 
described being unaware of their homosexuality and rejecting it based on their religious 
knowledge thereof.
     Denial serves as a protective mechanism and is ‘normal’ in situations of conflict, as it allows 
the individual time to adapt. However, prolonged denial can be detrimental to effective coping 
with conflict (Mayo Clinic, 2014). Results indicated that the experience and duration of denial 
varied for each participant. They described themselves as having adopted the heterosexist 
knowledge maintained by their Christian ethics. Although participants same sex attractions 
existed, they perceived these attractions to be problematic, and consistently described them as 
“wrong”. This use of wording is evident of their internalised heterosexist ideals, and fueled 
their denial through an active avoidance of a lesbian identity. 
“I was in denial because obviously it’s very wrong”
“I [was] completely in denial… still attending Church, still being a nice Christian”.
“I wasn’t attracted to females because I knew it was wrong…I also spared myself because I [was] 
[going] [to] get married… because the church says…wait for your husband”
“[I] tried dating boys…but my Christian faith had to do with it”
“I avoided it for a long time”
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     The participants described their experiences of denial as having negative effects on their lives. 
They expressed that it restricted their behaviour and identity to heterosexist expectations and norms. 
This caused incongruence and avoidance coping.
“I went completely off the rails… I started abusing alcohol… because it made me feel better”
“I was escaping the world and I didn’t socialize… I kept to myself”
“[The] six years of denial I went through, [I] [had] severe depression because of trying to fight what 
I thought, what people told me was wrong”
“I picked up a lot of weight and I was just unhappy… I couldn’t handle any attention on me”
      1.1 The belief that it was not possible to be homosexual and a Christian  
     Participants expressed the belief that they could not be both homosexual and Christian, as this 
went against their primary internalisations of heteronormative values. They described complying 
with their Christian knowledge and norms, which they regarded as ‘objective’. 
“You can’t be gay and believe in God”
“There [is] something wrong with me, [I] can’t be normal”
 “I [didn’t] [want] [to] go into the house of the Lord knowing that I sleep next to a woman at night”
     Participants described their same sex attractions as clashing with knowledge specified by their 
Christian faith. Their understanding of sexuality was determined by the heterosexist discourse 
within their religious and social environments. This formed the belief that they should be with a 
man regardless of their exiting attractions towards women. Participants maintained this belief 
through their internalised homophobic language and actions. This guided them to make personal 
identifications with a heterosexual identity and avoid a lesbian identity in order to gain acceptance. 
“A man and a woman… should fit together and then have kids”
“I tried to… fix myself because obviously [being] [homosexual] wasn’t right”
“[I] [kissed] [a] [boy], it didn’t do anything for me, but still I tried”
“I was still hoping…that whatever is going on is just… [a] transition phase…I was still sparing 
myself for my future husband”
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     1.2 The need to hide or deny authentic selves    
    Homosexuality has a long history of being hidden and/or denied. Social studies found that 
mainstream societal perception of homosexuality is that it is inferior, which leads many homosexual 
individuals to conceal their attractions for fear of marginalisation, discrimination and/ or 
punishment (van Vollenhoven & Els, 2013). They often internalise this homophobia, however, the 
extent to which homophobia is internalised and experienced can vary among individuals, and can 
influence their need to deny their authentic selves (Subhrajit, 2014). Some individuals may come 
out early, others may experience more extensive periods of hiding before coming out, and there are 
those who may go their entire lives concealing their attractions (The Rainbow Project, 2012).
     This was true for participants. They described lengthy efforts to conceal their same sex 
attractions from significant others, the need for secrecy, and a sense of inadequacy. They expressed 
observing intolerance from others towards homosexual individuals, and the shared these 
heterosexist values with little skeptism of sexual categorisations and divisions in society, viewing 
these as ‘objective’. The participant’s use of words such as “disgrace” and “embarrassed” is evident 
of their internalised oppositional attitudes, and primary internalisations of same sex attractions 
being problematic. This resulted in experiencing guilt, shame, and isolation, and attempts to hide 
their authentic selves by conforming to heteronormative patterns of behavior. 
 “I had to hide it from my parents…my friends and family…it was such a disgrace”
“I was embarrassed of myself being gay, being attracted to females”
“It’s a thing where you…feel very isolated”
“I’ve seen people [being] ugly with people because they are gay… [I] [didn’t] want to put [myself] 
in that spot because it’s not a nice place to be”
 “I’m too ashamed. What am I going to say, what are they [going] [to] say” 
“I started growing my hair just to look a little bit more…girly”
“I tried dating boys”
“I only had the courage to [come out] to [my mother] when I was 30”
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     In the course of hiding their homosexual attraction, participants often live in dual realities in 
which their social or public self was heterosexual, and their secret or private self was homosexual 
(Drescher, 2004). On the one hand, the participant’s social selves were who they believed they 
ought to be according to religious assumptions and societal expectations. Their perception of a good 
Christian was found to emerge from primary influences and maintained by their self- aspirations to 
attain and sustain social acceptance. On the other hand, the participants’ secret self was more in line 
with their inherent nature and who they felt most comfortable being. However, their social 
knowledge and fear of rejection was the very reason for keeping this ‘self’’ private (McLeod, 
2008). This resulted in constructs competing for objectivity and acceptability, contributing to 
psychological conflict.
1.3 The inability to accept themselves led to a break away from family belief system/ Church
     The participants described a clash between their same sex attractions and belief system. Initially 
they attempted to manage this through identity foreclosure by committing to a heterosexual identity 
and maintaining Christian standards. However, over time their continued experience of 
incongruence, and the inability to meet heteronormative ideals and difficulty rejecting same sex 
attractions resulted in an identity crisis. The use of words such as “confinement” and “organised” 
indicates participants experienced their Christian faith as limiting their expression of self and 
sexuality to the bounds of traditional values. This caused an inability to explore and accept a lesbian 
identity, which contributed to discomfort and the breaking away from their family belief systems.
“I started to just break away from the real confinement of my Christianity”
“I stopped going to church… I still prayed, but I was conflicted”
“I [broke] away from organised religion”
“I went atheist at a point because I [could] [not] keep fighting what I am, it’s not a choice”
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2. The participants expressed prolonged periods of conflict between their religious beliefs 
and homosexual orientation.
     In psychological terms, conflict can refer to aspects of the self and/ or motives that emerge as 
clashing impulses or constructs, and cause a sense of discomfort. For instance, individuals may 
experience conflict when two or more equally strong identity aspects and/ or motives exist at once 
and both seek gratification (Sharma, 2015). 
     Participants described experiencing extended periods of their adolescent and adult life in conflict 
with who they are. This incongruence was a result of the clash between their same sex attractions 
and heteronormative Christian beliefs. Participants consistently used the word “guilt” when 
describing their experiences of same sex attractions, associating a lesbian identity with the sense of 
committing an offense against God. This contributed to psychological discomfort, in the form of 
emotional suffering, stress, self- doubt and negative thinking.  
“It took me a long time to settle”
“I was very conflicted and I felt very guilty”
“[It] [was] stressful because you do go through a bit of guilt in the sense of, am I really a good 
Christian [or] am I a bad person?”
“As a kid [I] [felt] different… I did at times feel like I must be something else, but as soon as I do 
that I feel awkward. I don’t feel like myself in my own skin. I don’t feel this is who I am”
 “All sorts of negative things [went] through my head”
      Participants described their social relations and religious context as sustaining knowledge and 
perceptions of homosexuality as problematic. They shared experiences of early observations of 
negative responses and judgments towards homosexuality (i.e. social homophobia) by parents and 
religious leaders. Participants internalised this homophobia, and in turn maintained their own 
conflict by becoming producers of conventional knowledge of sexual orientation. 
     According to social constructionism, if participants lived in a different context they would have 
experienced a different social reality. For instance, in a context with no sexual orientation 
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assumption and/ or preference, participants would most likely not have experienced the above 
mentioned conflict, and would have maintained an intrinsic comfortability with their sexuality. This 
imaginary construction can be compared to the experience of heterosexual individuals who do not 
experience conflict with their sexuality. They remain inherently accepting of their sexual attractions 
as they are in correspondence to society’s heteronormative framework. Thus, the participant’s 
conflict is seen as a product of social norms which are taken for granted and maintained by 
homophobic knowledge and processes. 
“If I was raised as… homosexuality [being] fine with Christianity, I wouldn’t have been in conflict”
“If I knew I was gay and it’s fine, I wouldn’t have had a period of [not] believing in myself or [not] 
knowing who I was” 
2.1 Conflict with teachings of Bible/ Church 
     Participants described the Bible/ Church as condemning homosexuality as a sinful act punishable 
by God. They reported accepting that the Bible made claims that homosexuality is “wrong”, 
indicating their belief that same sex attractions went against the natural order God intended for man 
and woman. This knowledge was further preached, and made absolute by their Churches. 
Participants expressed the importance of maintaining God’s will to gain His acceptance, and that 
defying His will would be like courting rejection by Him. As such, the participants’ same sex 
attractions clashed with teachings of the Bible/ Church and led to conflict. 
“I’m Christian, I’m sure it says in the Bible many times that [homosexuality] is wrong”
“I went to church… you were told… if you sleep… female on female; you’re going straight to hell”
“In Christianity they told us it’s wrong. The Bible said you must marry a man and have children”
“When you’re young you… rely on what other people think… You’re not so certain about yourself, 
so [I] [was] very much… influenced [by] what the church believes”
     The teachings of the Bible/ Church can be viewed as socially constructed, as they originate from 
the understandings and writings of persons in a specific time and context. These people maintained 
their own versions of knowledge and perceptions of reality (Schilbrack, 2012).
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“Its people that wrote the Bible”
“The bible was written by people. And people change, [they] hear from God and…write [what] they 
think”
In an alternative reality, the Bible may not have been written at all or may have been written 
differently (Younkins, 2000). For instance, it may have constructed homosexuality to be natural, or 
it may not have asserted categorisations or norms of sexuality at all.  We can see this in the history 
of many regions of ancient Greece where there were no words and little theory regarding what we 
know today as heterosexual and homosexual. These modern terms held no significance as most 
forms of sexuality were simply perceived as acts of love. In this ancient social reality, same- sex 
relations were accepted and celebrated; and believed to be commonly experienced by both sexes 
(van Dolen, 2015). Should the authors of the Bible have lived in this context, they may have been 
influenced to write about sexuality differently. 
     2.2 Conflict with a belief system that denounces homosexuality but not other ‘sins’
     Participants describe a dissonance with a belief system which regards same sex attractions as 
wrong and actively condemns homosexuality, but is tolerant and/ or shows lenience towards social 
actions that are asserted as wrong by the Ten Commandments. Participants described sins such as 
divorce, adultery, murder, theft, and sexual assault as more worthy of denouncement, rather than 
their attraction to another. They expressed becoming increasingly skeptical of beliefs which 
marginalised their sense of love and commitment in relationships 
“Both my mother and father were divorced and married again… that is also wrong. So why is your 
wrong right; but my wrong is not right?”
“God [can] forgive people for insulting people or hurting people or molesting people or killing 
people… [but] me being gay is not hurting other people”
“It’s only the gay people that [are] going to hell… not the murderers [or] thieves [or] the corrupted 
people”
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 “I never thought my love is wrong because there’s people that cheat… in my relationships it’s not 
like that” 
“How can my lifestyle be so wrong if you compare it to other people that might be in a straight 
relationship but their deeds to the world is wrong”
     2.3 Conflict with parents/ family/ community
     The participants described their parents, family and communities as sharing the understandings 
of homosexuality asserted by their Christian faith and Church. 
“[Homosexuality] was always seen as something out there… that’s strange and different”
“I grew up believing [being] [gay] is wrong”
“The problem is when you grow up you don’t feel natural”
“I think I knew all my life I didn’t fit into the little girl box”
     Participants expressed that their parent’s and family’s sustained oppositional attitudes towards 
homosexuality. They described their families as heterosexist and homophobic. Participants 
expressed only observing heterosexual unions in their families, and any persons within or outside 
the family thought to be homosexual received a disapproving and intolerable attitude. The same 
picture was presented and sustained in their schools and communities, which further cemented their 
social conditioning of homosexuality being problematic. Participant’s described discrimination and 
rejection of homosexuality in their everyday lives and environments, leading them to fear that their 
parents/ family/ community would not accept them being homosexual. As such, they had difficulty 
accepting their attractions and experienced conflict.
“You always look up to your folks, and if they hate [homosexuality] and they are Christians then it’s 
supposed to be wrong”
 “I was scared of my family because [being] [gay] [was] actually a no- go”
“They also warned us; don’t be too friendly with those girls because they’re gay”
“[I] fear[ed] not being accepted… being treated differently”
   
THE IDENTITY ALIGNMENT OF CHRISTIAN BELIEFS AND HOMOSEXUAL ORIENTATION IN 
ADULT WOMEN
78
     2.4 Conflict regarding feelings towards other women
     The participants described their same- sex attractions as clashing with primary heterosexist 
internalisatons and religious knowledge of homosexuality being problematic. For this reason, they 
described their attractions towards other women as unwanted and causing conflict and guilt, 
secrecy, and fear of punishment. This contributed to participant’s difficulty accepting their same sex 
attractions and a lesbian identity.
 “I was very conflicted…I wasn’t sure why [I] [was] feeling [these] feelings towards my [girl] 
friend”
“[I] had my first sexual experience with a woman… I was very conflicted and felt very guilty”
“I thought…if I kiss a woman I will be struck down by lightning or I’ll just collapse and die”
“[I] [kept] quiet about…seeing this girl…I also said to her, nobody can ever know about this, 
please”
“I was just interested in women, but in the beginning I felt scared” 
The participants’ state having feelings of anger as a defense against their true selves.   
     Anger is a natural feeling that can have different points of focus. It can be related to conflict and/ 
or unwanted changes. The consequent emotional turmoil can lead to individuals lashing out. Anger 
may be directed inward at oneself for being unable to effectively cope with conflict and/ or for 
permitting and not controlling perceived inadequacies. Anger can also be directed outwards by 
blaming external forces for one’s experiencing of conflict (Fisher, 2012). Namka (2002) suggested 
anger often serves as a defense. It allows individuals to avoid what is beneath their anger, which can 
be the fear of being helpless, and/ or beliefs of being unworthy. Thus, anger guards the ‘self’ from 
perceived inadequacies. 
     Participant’s anger was found to serve as a defense against feelings of conflict of having same 
sex attractions. The experience of guilt and shame was interpreted to compromise their sense of 
self, which was experienced as problematic and inadequate according to religious and social norms. 
Participants stated that despite their efforts to conform to heteronormative behaviours (and 
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bargaining), they continued to be attracted to women which aggravated them. Their anger was 
focused inward, with them blaming themselves for allowing and not obstructing homosexual 
desires. However, according to thematic analysis their anger was more significantly focused 
outwardly, and centered on the projection of blame towards God and parents/ family/ community. 
Outward projection was considered to be the participant’s attempt to regain a sense of control. 
However, projection appeared to further aggravate their sense of helplessness, and maintained their 
denial and conflict. 
“I did something wrong and I allowed the Devil to come into my life… that is why I’m being 
punished”
“I just took the blame on myself. Never did I [think], but maybe I’m on the right path”
 “The Lord is not helping me, because… I’m asking Him… to stop this, but… I’m not stopping”
“I blamed everybody”
“I [was] angry with the Lord, angry with myself, angry with my parents”
     3.1 Anger towards God for allowing them to have ‘sinful’ feelings 
     Participants expressed anger towards God for permitting sin in their lives despite their 
faithfulness to Him (and bargaining). They expressed an acceptance of the belief that God made a 
woman for a man, but did not understand why they were not attracted to men. Instead, they 
perceived God to be permitting ‘unnatural’ attractions in their lives, which was a punishment they 
felt they did not deserve after efforts to maintain the heteronormative values of their Christian faith. 
However, their efforts and prayers remained unreciprocated by divine intervention, resulting in 
anger towards God.    
“I got angry because He didn’t help me”
“Why will God force me to be with a man if I’m not interested in men at all?”
 “I started blaming [God]. I said: Why are you allowing this?” 
“I’ve been praying non- stop… asking you to take this away from me... Why aren’t you helping me? 
... I got angry, and I said that’s it. Then I stopped praying also”
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      3.2 Anger towards parents/ family/ community regarding the prevailing double standards in 
society
     The participants expressed anger towards others for their perpetuation of attitudes, values and 
actions in society that tolerate and/ or accept some things and not others. They described frustration 
with social imbalances that promote heterosexist principles and homophobia in society, as this 
maintains double standards. Although there has been progression towards sexual equality, 
participants assert experiencing a continued sense of prejudice, marginalisation, and discrimination 
towards homosexuality in their daily lives. 
“Everyone accept[s] straight people [but] not gay people”
“[Why] does it influence your life if I’m attracted to female[s]?”
“It’s not fair that my colleague can look at his wife [with] love… but I cannot look at mine”
 “The first thing people think is, you’re [going] [to] molest their children when they find out you’re 
gay”
“People go and get married to prove to the world that they’re not gay [and] this is the norm. But 
meantime [they] [are] gay, they’re never [going] [to] be happy”
     Society is in a continual process of growth regarding knowledge and acceptance of 
homosexuality. Although participants have reached self- acceptance they continue to experience 
moments of anger regarding the prevailing double standards in society. This reflects them being in a 
lifelong process of consideration and development.
4. The participants describe episodes of bargaining with God     
     Bargaining is seen as a means to avoid a negative situation by negotiating with a higher power or 
God for more favorable circumstances (Rubin & Brown, 2013). It is a natural response to 
helplessness and is usually a way of regaining control. Bargaining can be associated with denial as 
it is used as a means to defend the self against the discomfort of reality (Axelrod, 2016).
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     Participants describe yearning and searching for resolution to their conflict. Their discourse 
indicated that episodes of bargaining involved pleading with God to rid them of their ‘sinful’ 
desires, so they could maintain the ethics prescribed by their Christian faith and gain acceptance. 
“I [spoke] to the Lord [and] said … I’m not happy, I miss you, and I don’t know how to get back 
to you. This is who I am, [but] if you want me to change, please I’ve asked you when I was young, 
and I’m asking you again at 35 years old. Please if you need me to change, I’ll do anything just to 
get your acceptance”
     4.1 Praying that God takes away ‘sinful’ desires, and allows them to act out their Christian 
beliefs
     The participants described episodes of bargaining as primarily occurring after having 
experimented with same sex attractions. This appeared to increase their sense of conflict and need 
for resolution. Participants discourse indicated attempts to resolve conflict by religiously 
overcompensating through increased praying, pleading, and promises to maintain heteronormative 
Christian ethics. In this way, participants appeared to believe if God took away their homosexual 
desires, they could appropriately honour the ethical principles of their Christian faith, and their 
conflict would cease to exist. Furthermore, participants were found to use bargaining as a tool to 
gain a sense of control and comfort; however, bargaining proved unsuccessful and fed into their 
anger against God for continuing to permit sin in their lives. 
“I prayed to the Lord and said… please forgive me for what I have done…please take this away 
from me” 
“I promised the Lord… this is not [going] [to] happen again…I’m [going] [to] get married”
 “I was just trying to pray that if [being] [gay] [is] wrong please don’t let me feel this way… if it is 
wrong then I must change, but I couldn’t change”
5.   The participants described a process of deconstruction.
     Deconstruction is a course of critical thinking which focuses on taking something apart to 
uncover its shortfalls and reinterpret it, rather than destroying it in its entirety. It can be seen as two- 
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fold due to its “simultaneous affirmation and undoing” of something (Holland, n. d., p.1). 
Deconstructionism involves dismantling conflicting knowledge and perceptions, to allow room for 
subjective interpretations that may be more beneficial to self- development (Balkin, 1996).               
     Participants expressed conflict between their Christian beliefs and same sex attractions as 
impeding their quality of existence, but also as being a catalyst for their searching for meaning and/ 
or a sense of understanding of God’s will for their lives. As evident by the participants discourse, 
they questioned and analysed traditional knowledge and Christian belief systems which opposed 
homosexuality. Furthermore, the participant’s conflict and acknowledgment of God’s will for them 
to be happy and fulfilled, promoted them to deconstruct their Christian beliefs and conventional 
knowledge of sexuality, to establish their personal interpretations thereof.
 “I started questioning things like the church and my religion”
“It is difficult for me to pinpoint God [or] put God in a box”
 “What if [being] [gay] [i]s okay?”
“God [doesn’t] want you to be in a place where its right for society, [but] you’re unhappy your 
whole life”
“[God] wants you to be happy. He only wants the best for you, but [then] outside forces come and 
say [this] is what we the people [believe], but …what does your heart say? 
5.1 The deconstruction of Christian beliefs and attitude towards homosexuality  
     Participants described a deconstructive process that involved the critical analysis and 
dismantling of their Christian knowledge, and primary oppositional attitudes towards 
homosexuality. To do so, participants described reinterpreting God’s standards for ethical living by 
questioning and challenging taken for granted knowledge of homosexuality being problematic, and 
Christian sexual ethics that restrict love and honour to heterosexual unions. Participant’s further 
uncovered previously unacknowledged information regarding sexuality in the form of liberal social 
perceptions and studies that affirm homosexuality as natural. They gained alternative knowledge 
and experiences which assisted the reevaluation of their same- sex attractions and feelings of love to 
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be real and true. This revealed the shortfalls of traditional knowledge, which encouraged 
participants to determine their own truths. 
“Critically analyse everything”
“Reading up [is] [important]… [don’t] just stick with what [you’ve] been taught when you were 
young”
“Who told you what you are doing is wrong… a lot of the time it’s just the community and the norm”
 “Because of the [church’s] lack of knowledge… [they] believe [being] [gay] is wrong… If they had 
knowledge of science they would know you are born gay”
 “I was far away from any friends or family…it was liberating for me. I could… experience what I 
want without feeling judged”
“I want to be a part of a religion that makes me feel free”
6.   The participants describe that they have achieved acceptance of their religious beliefs and 
homosexual orientation
     Acceptance is seen as an individual’s recognition and approval of the ‘bad’ and ‘good’ in an 
effort to manage and move forward from conflict. Acceptance is a process and is related to 
increasing awareness and confidence. It can also bring a sense of self validation, authenticity, and 
comfort with one’s self (Seltzer, 2008). 
    The participants expressed that reaching a place of comfort was a lengthy process. They 
described their Christian faith and relationship with God as important factors to achieving 
resolution of their conflict. They showed acknowledgment and approval of their attractions, and 
described themselves as having aligned their Christian beliefs and homosexual orientation.
“Allow yourself [to] [be] take[n] through the process” 
 “It took me a long time… to not feel guilty about not being a stereotype Christian person”
“I’m free…of all that guilt [and] fear that I’m going to hell because of who I am”
“It’s all about your relationship with God”
 “Now I think you can do both. You can still follow your Christian faith and be gay”
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 “Where I was then and where I am now, I feel happy, safe [and] content”
     6.1 God is love and created them to be as they are    
     It is understood that the essence of God is the essence of love, and those who know love know 
God. Furthermore, the law of God is to be kind and just, and to give happiness; which is all done 
through love (Eyring, 2002; Moody, n.d.). 
     Participants described their initial understandings of love to be through the lens of heterosexist 
principles which put forth that attraction and love is only acceptable when between a man and 
woman. Participants described the process of reconstructing their traditional understandings and 
transforming their subjective views of love. This was reinterpreted to be encompassing of all 
experiences of love, whether it is heterosexual or homosexual. Participants described God to be 
their creator, and He created them out of love to be as they are. Thus, they can love and accept 
themselves.
“God is a God of love”
“I realised I cannot feel so much for somebody and it can be wrong. That is why I believe that God 
sent love; it doesn’t matter [from] where”
“God [wouldn’t] [reject] [a] person in a dedicated relationship. God is love”
“God loves me the way I am”
 “I am gay and I was made this way”
     6.2 It is more important to live by their own Christian principles rather than to follow Biblical 
teachings without critical thinking
     Participants felt it more plausible to live by their own Christian principles rather than to follow 
Biblical teachings without critical thinking. They emphasised the reinterpretation of Christian 
ethics, specifically, what it means to be a good Christian. In the process, participants accepted 
principles they analysed, found personal truth in, and add value to their spiritual and social 
existence; and disregarded principles that they did not view as valid or beneficial to self- 
development. Thus, integrating head and heart knowledge to establish and live by their own 
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Christian principles. This transformation can be described as the recreation of a religious self which 
accepts their homosexual orientation, and supports their sense of psychological comfort.
 “[I] [determined] how [I] want to live… and how [I] want to carry on with [this] religion” 
“My Christianity [is] right for me in my life. It’s between me and God”
 “I’m not [going] [to] be the best Christian in the world and I’m fine with that. I’m [going] [to] be 
the best person I can be, and I’m happy with that”.
“When I say Christianity… [it] [means] [I] believe in God and good deeds”
 “I am gay [and] a Christian that is… in proper connection with God in the sense of gratefulness, 
service to other people, [thankfulness] for God’s grace and [His] love”
“If you [are] true to yourself…true to your heart, you’re [going] [to] be true to [God]”
     6.3 It is more important to have a good self- image than to worry about others thoughts of 
them
     Social homophobia is produced in society, and can have a harmful effect on the self- image of 
homosexual individuals. Continuous social exposure to negativity and discrimination can reduce the 
space for homosexual individuals to develop a good self-image (Subhrajit, 2014). This was true for 
participants who described having to disregard others attitudes and perspectives of homosexuality 
being problematic, in order to build a positive self- image and be self- accepting. The participant’s 
use of the word “comfortable” is indicative of their sense of ease with their self, and points to them 
having a good self- image. This self- validation and comfortablity with their sexuality led to a 
decreased need for approval from others and society. This said, experiencing approval of their 
lesbian identity from significant others further increase participant’s self- esteem.
 “I’ve found myself… I’m so comfortable…with who I am, I don’t care what other people think”
 “If they don’t accept me, its fine. I won’t judge them. I will pray for them and ask the Lord to make 
them more accepting of people’s differences”
“I’m not [going] [to] worry about what my life is doing to my mother. It’s not her life, it’s [mine]. 
Obviously I want to make her proud [but] [I] [need] [to] do what makes [me] happy”
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     6.4 Being considerate in the expression and display of their sexuality in communities with 
different belief systems 
     Participants describe being conscious of people in their family, community, and society that 
maintain knowledge of homosexuality as problematic. The participants no longer share this 
knowledge, however, express patience and understanding for individuals who have conservative 
views, and show tolerance for this difference in opinion. Participants described employing a marked 
level of conservatism in the expression and display of their sexuality to not offend others, and/ or 
put themselves or anyone else at risk. They showed understanding that some of their social relations 
and society are still in a process of integrating homosexuality into social norms and transforming 
notions of sexuality. They further acknowledge the progress that has been made by their families, 
the Christian faith, and society. 
“I am not always out”
“I won’t force [my] [sexuality] onto old people and children because old people still think that 
way and children still have to make up their own mind”
“To close people I’ll be like yes I’m gay, but I’m quite careful out of respect for my parents, 
because I understand how very narrow minded they are and how important it is for them. They’re 
working at it, but it’s difficult… it doesn’t benefit anyone if I push in onto them”
“Young adults today have a better opportunity. They have more… accessibility to… different 
things [like] media, literature, [and] internet to actually ask questions [and] find out what other 
people think”
      6.5 The use of their homosexual status to educate others by being respectful and loving 
towards partners and others
     The participants acknowledge the progress society has made towards sexual equality, however, 
they also assert there is still much to be done to transform heterosexist and homophobic constructs 
in society. Participants expressed the importance of treating others as they want to be treated, being 
compassionate, and when appropriate, showing others that there is no reason for them to hide or be 
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ridiculed based on who they love. Participants described using their homosexual status to educate 
others by striving towards being their best, valuing love and respect in their relationships, and being 
accepting of others.  
“More gay people are not so hidden anymore. They are more outspoken, [there] [is] more 
literature, [and] there [is] [the] internet [and] Facebook”
“I think the more we come out the better… We’re showing the world there’s nothing to hide… The 
more people see it the more they will accept it”
“[We] [take] little things… for granted like patience towards each other… Every day [I] [try] to 
accept [that] which I can’t change… I also want to act in love towards my fellow man. That is what I 
strive to do”
“In the Christian faith the [two] most important things [are] to love God… and to love your 
neighbour… If you love God you appreciate everything… If you love your neighbour, you [can] be 
compassionate”
 “We treat each other with respect… I’m good to her and she’s good to me, and we’re good to the 
world”
 “Be, let everything go…get to a point where you[not] so critical [of] yourself… you need to accept 
who you are and then be a part of life, and have a positive impact of everything around you as much 
as possible”
Discussion
     Although reality is constructed, it is perceived to be ‘real’ and reflects the shared 
understandings of a particular context. Through the process of socialisation individuals internalise 
these shared understandings from their environment (Berger & Luckman, 1966). Participants 
described being born into environments with a specific religious and social context which 
understood homosexuality as deviant and inferior. They described sexuality as rigidly defined, 
and limited to ethical boundaries specified by Christian values which favour heterosexuality. 
     Participant’s primary socialisation occurred in sociocultural contexts which demonstrated little 
to no tolerance for homosexuality. They described their formative years as existing in a reality 
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which primarily showed disapproval and dislike towards homosexual individuals, making it near 
impossible for them not to internalise and share this oppositional view towards homosexuality. 
The participant’s attachment to their significant others (i.e. parents) seemed to be a key factor that 
supported the internalisation of an oppositional attitude towards homosexuality and beliefs of 
same- sex attractions being problematic, as Christian sexual ethics were also initially conveyed to 
them through their parents. Participants described their acceptance of Christian knowledge 
prohibiting homosexuality, and adhered to heteronormative standards of sexual behavior and 
patterns. They internalised the reason for homosexuality as problematic being that it is sinful and 
against the will of God. The participant’s oppositional attitude, paired with the assuming of a 
heterosexual identity can be related to identity foreclosure as they attempted to avoid their 
existing homosexuality by committing to a heterosexual role due to external expectations, and 
without exploration of their sexual identity. This was also the strategy they used to cope within 
their environments and gain approval. However, their oppositional attitude and heteronormative 
behavior was not beneficial to their sense of psychological comfort.            
     Participant’s secondary social structure within the institutional sub- worlds related to their 
occupational fields were described as initially maintaining oppositional stances towards 
homosexuality. For example, two participants reflected on a time in which the police force 
rejected homosexuality, and another participant shared her experiences in the military which also 
opposed same- sex relations; both institutions previously responded to homosexuality with legal 
action and/ or dismissal. Participants described this as further influencing their oppositional 
attitude towards homosexuality, and reinforcing heteronormative values.  Participants immersed 
themselves into the socioculture of these secondary roles by adopting its knowledge and 
processes, and establishing personal identifications within these roles (Berger & Luckman, 1966). 
Participants described the sub- world perspectives as congruent with their primary socialisations 
regarding homosexuality; as such showed little exploration, appeared to commit to sub- world 
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perspectives and abandoned exploration of other possibilities, this relating to identity diffusion. 
This contributed to participants constructing identities which include primary and secondary 
identifications as Christian and heterosexual despite their existing homosexual attractions.
     Participants made conscious efforts to hide their existing homosexual attractions and maintain 
heteronormative roles. However, their experience of homosexual attractions could not be 
bracketed (or entirely suspended) from their consciousness making them challenging to deny over 
time. This in turn manifested in prolonged periods of conflict which involved a clash between two 
equally strong motives, one being participants inherited Christian beliefs and the other their 
inherent homosexual attractions. Participants described this conflict as impeding their quality of 
social existence, and impacting their emotional state by causing anger towards God and others. 
Their efforts to conform to the conventional social order and praying to God to rid them of sinful 
behaviours in the form of bargaining did not alleviate their discomfort. Instead, conflict caused 
further issues such as sexual role confusion in which it was challenging for participants to 
integrate or commit to their homosexual attractions due to heteronomative values (Mcleod, 2008). 
However, participant’s experience of sexual role confusion was also interpreted to encourage their 
sexual experimentation and exploration. Still being unable to accept themselves, participants 
reported the need to break away from the commitments to their Christian faith and Church, 
presumably as an attempt to resolve conflict and find meaning in different values and roles. This 
process of breaking away and exploration can be related to identity moratorium.
     Although participants had already become active members of a specific religion and society 
which sustained an oppositional attitude towards homosexuality, the continued existence of same- 
sex attractions as well as conflict and anger drove them towards adolescent and adult explorations 
in social structures outside and/ or away from the primary influences of parental and Christian 
views. This provided them with alternative experiences of homosexuality in which participants 
reported gaining validating information and experiences of homosexuality. They began 
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considering this new knowledge of homosexuality into their existing belief system as it fit more 
comfortably with their sense of self, and further began finding meaning in a homosexual role. 
This resulted in the problem of inconsistency between what significant others and Christian ethics 
asserted to be wrong, and what they increasing began considering and experiencing as right for 
them. As such, participants acknowledged that the primary reality constructed by their parents and 
Christian belief system, and the secondary reality of occupational marginalisation of 
homosexuality, as only one possible reality; this reality being constructed by traditional 
knowledge and founded on negative judgments or misconstructions (Berger & Luckman, 1966).  
    Knowledge of homosexuality as problematic persisted in participant’s daily lives causing 
incongruence. The process of alignment described by participants shows them as experiencing 
denial, conflict, anger and bargaining as interrelated, occurring concurrently, and feeding into 
each other. For instance, denial and conflict are related and can occur simultaneously, while the 
denial of attractions also feed conflict, and vice versa. In addition, denial and conflict contribute to 
the projection of anger, and attempts to bargain for resolution, while unsuccessful resolution 
through bargaining further maintains denial, and feeds anger and conflict. All this incongruence, 
together with the acknowledgment that reality could be constructed differently, fuels a 
deconstructive process of taken for granted knowledge of sexuality and religiosity (Berger & 
Luckman, 1966).  
     Knowledge and attitudes of sexuality and religiosity established during primary socialisation 
would require a significant challenge or shift in the consciousness to change (Berger & Luckman, 
1966). For participants, taken for granted knowledge and attitudes of homosexuality and 
Christianity, together with their internalised homophobia were confronted and threatened by the 
continued existence of their same- sex attractions, and validating homosexual experiences. This 
appeared to increase participant’s critical analysis of their sexual and religious identities, and 
social realities. They describe a process of deconstruction in which they critically questioned, 
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dismantled and reevaluated their knowledge of homosexuality as problematic through a deeper 
exploration of self and analysis of Gods will, and skepticism of sexual categories and social 
norms. Participants further gained more knowledge of religion and sexuality from various sources. 
This led them to doubt their early social learning; and created a space for the exploration and 
commitment to meaningful life directions and roles beyond early socialisations, as well as the 
reinterpretation of what is ‘real’ to them and what they ‘know’ to be true. Participants described 
increasing knowledge and interactions approving of homosexuality, experiences of acceptance 
and/ or tolerance of homosexuality, and relationships formed of love and commitment to a woman 
as impacting their understanding of self, others and reality. This appeared to be the significant 
shifts in consciousness needed for participants to reconstruct their Christian beliefs and integrate 
their homosexuality to be a natural part of who they are and as God made them to be. Thus, 
aligning their Christian beliefs and homosexual orientation. 
     It is important for identity development that individuals live authentically. Theory suggests 
individuals want and need to exist in ways most consistent to the alignment of their personal and 
social self (Horowitz, 2012). Through the process of denial, conflict, anger, bargaining and 
deconstruction, participants were able to reach acceptance. This can be compared to identity 
achievement or integration, in which participants explored and established a space or reality in 
which previously competing constructs could be aligned, to reach a place of comfort. This 
included reestablishing personal Christian belief systems based on personal reasoning, experience 
and meaningful life directions. They transformed primary beliefs that it is not possible to be 
homosexual and a Christian by viewing God as love and creating them to be as they are. 
Accepting their authentic nature and finding meaning in a homosexual role was beneficial to the 
alignment of their identity. This led to an improved self- image and a decreased need for parental 
and social approval. Although participants continue to employ conservatism in the sexual 
expression, they are comfortable in their commitments to their homosexual orientations, and when 
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appropriate, socially express their homosexuality and use this status to educate others about 
respect and love for all.
Conclusion
     This chapter explored and described the findings of the study as related to the themes and sub-
themes that emerged from the interviews. Following this was a discussion of the findings within the 
context of social constructionism and queer theory.
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Chapter VII
Conclusions, Limitations and Recommendations
Overview
     This chapter presents the conclusions of the study. Following this is an outline of the limitations 
of the study, as well as recommendations to assist the improvement of future research. 
Conclusions
     This study aimed to explore and describe the process of how adult women who identify as both 
Christian and homosexual align these conflicting constructs of their identity to reach a place of 
comfort with both. Thus, the research question was: how do individuals reach a place of comfort 
with both their Christian beliefs and homosexual orientation? The findings of this study offer an 
understanding of the process experienced by 5 adult women in aligning Christian beliefs and 
homosexual orientation to reach a place of comfort. The conclusions of the study are as follows:
i. The participants experienced denial of their homosexual orientation. They believed it was not 
possible to be homosexual and Christian, which lead them to hide their authentic selves. 
Furthermore, their inability to accept themselves as homosexual led to a break away from their 
family and Christian belief system.
ii. The participants experienced prolonged periods of conflict between their Christian beliefs and 
homosexual attractions. They expressed acceptance of information taught by the Bible/ Church 
that homosexuality is wrong, and their experiencing of homosexual attractions caused conflict 
with these teachings, and a beliefs system that denounces homosexuality but not other sins. 
Participants also had conflict with parents/ family/ community regarding their heteronormative 
values, which further contributed to conflict regarding their feelings towards other women.
iii. The participants expressed having feelings of anger as a defense against their true selves. They 
experienced anger towards God for allowing them to have ‘sinful’ feelings, and anger towards 
parents/ family/ community regarding the prevailing double standards in society.
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iv. The participants described episodes of bargaining with God. This involved praying that God 
would take away ‘sinful’ desires, and allow them to act out their Christian beliefs.
v. The participants described a process of deconstruction in which they critically analysed, 
dismantled and reinterpreted their Christian beliefs and attitudes towards homosexuality.
vi. The participants achieved acceptance through the alignment of their Christian beliefs and 
homosexual orientation. They describe the realisation that God is love and created them to be as 
they are. They found it more important to live by their own Christian principles rather than to 
follow Biblical teachings without critical thinking. With acceptance, participants also began to 
value having a good self- image more than others’ thoughts of them. Though, they did employ a 
marked level of conservatism in the expression and display of their sexuality in consideration of 
others with conservative belief systems. Finally, participants described acceptance as an 
opportunity to educate others by being respectful and loving towards their partners and others.
Post Study Reflections
     During the initial stages of the research process, the researcher made assumptions that 
participants with competing constructs would experience this as conflicting, and seek to resolve 
this conflict by going through a process of aligning constructs to be complementary rather than 
competing. This would further reflect individuals as being in a place of comfort. However, this 
may have been narrow thinking on the researcher part. In process of exploring conflicting 
constructs, it became evident that we all have constructs, and at some point we may all 
experience some constructs as competing but they may or may not be conflicting. The extent of 
the conflict can also vary, and need for resolution thereof may depend on the effect conflict has 
in the daily lives of individuals. As such, not all individuals with competing constructs will seek 
resolve conflict or align constructs as it may not be perceived as significant or possible.  Instead 
competing constructs may be maintained and managed in various manners. Thus, the researcher 
acknowledged the individual complexities involved in the development of self. 
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     Based on experiences with Christian homosexual women, the researcher entered the study 
with ideas that patterns of conflict would likely emerge from the data, and that the process of 
alignment would be focused of resolving this conflict to reach acceptance. Following the 
analysis of collected data, the process of alignment became clearer and revealed an 
unanticipated course that can be likened to Kubler-Ross’s stages of grief (Patricelli, 2016). 
Participants of this study similarly experienced a cyclical and interrelated process that involved 
denial, anger, bargaining and acceptance. Although depression did not emerge as a major theme 
in the results of this study, it was described to be experienced by participants during their 
process of denial. Following this, participants could be thought of as processing through the loss 
of certain aspects of their identity in order to create space for other aspects that fit more 
comfortably with their sense of self.
Limitations
          The research study had several limitations which will be briefly outlined below:
i. The literature review is primarily focused on the Western perspective as a wider range of 
theories and studies originate from this perspective. However, this limits the applicability of the 
literature as the study is conducted in the South African context.  
ii. The researcher had difficulty gaining participants who met all the inclusion criteria. This 
delayed the process of data collection and essentially the entire research study. For instance, the 
initial inclusion age range of 25-35 had to be expanded to 25-50 years old.
iii. The interviews were conducted in the researcher’s mother tongue, English. However, for all the 
participants, Afrikaans was their first language and English their second language. For the most 
part participants understood and expressed themselves in English. However, at times it was 
challenging for them to think of the English words to use. In these cases, the participants were 
allowed to use Afrikaans as it was understood by the researcher. The interviews being 
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conducted in English may have affected rapport building and limited the expressions of 
participants.  
iv. During the initial interviews errors were made. The first interview went on longer than it needed 
to and much of the information was found to be repeated. The researcher could have also 
explored some emerging aspects more and others less to gain a complete picture. Furthermore, 
advanced empathy occurred in which the researcher would mistakenly assist the participant with 
a word they had difficulty thinking of which can affect the trustworthiness of those statements. 
v. The constructs being studied (i.e. religion and sexuality) can be somewhat controversial in our 
society, and as such, it was important for the researcher to remain conscious of researcher bias. 
The researcher found it challenging to explore and describe religion from a neutral stance. It 
proved helpful to examine the various views and features of religion asserted by renowned 
theorists, as well as applying social constructionism to critically reflect on religion.
vi. The use of the snowballing technique limited the variability of the research sample. The final 
sample consisted of a similar group of women who all shared the same demographics and 
cultural ties. As the South African population is primarily black African, the findings of this 
study are limited in its cultural applicability to the population at large. The sample could have 
been more varied in terms of age, race and socioculture, as these can be important influencing 
factors in an individual’s experiences and development of sexuality and self. 
vii. The findings do not necessarily indicate the process of alignment in the general population as a 
small sample was used. In order to generalise findings, it would be necessary to conduct a 
similar study with a larger and more diverse group of women.
Recommendations for Future Research
          To assist future research in this area, recommendations for improvement are made below:
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i. It is recommended that future research gain permission from the university to use students as 
participants. The student population is large and diverse which could allow for a more varied 
sample, decrease travelling costs, and could save time on the data collection process.
ii. It is recommended that the researcher be aware of the participant’s English proficiency prior to 
interview to assist interview processes and ensure a high quality of data collection. In addition, 
for effective rapport building, and to allow for more in depth expressions and explanations; it is 
recommended that interviews be conducted in the participant’s mother tongue. A translator 
could be used should the researcher’s mother tongue be different from that of the participant.
iii. For novice researchers, it is recommended that effective interview techniques and procedures be 
reviewed more extensively prior to data collection. It would have also been helpful to conduct a 
practise (or mock) interview to receive suggestions on what could be improved upon.
iv. Future research could be more considerate and critical of terms used to describe and discuss an 
individual’s sexual orientation. It has come to the researchers attention that the term 
‘homosexual’ may be viewed as inappropriate or derogatory due to its origins as a diagnostic 
category in psychopathology. Possible alternatives for this use could have been ‘same- sex 
sexual orientation’ or ‘lesbian identity’, and should be considered for use in future research. 
v. For future research, it is recommended that the researcher gain the assistance of a person well 
versed in religious perspectives to expand the review of religion and Christian ethics to a more 
holistic presentation. This can assist to decrease potential researcher biases and increase the 
trustworthiness of the study.
vi. Future research could explore certain areas of this study’s results in more depth. For instance, 
the prolonged periods of conflict experienced by participants, which spanned across years of 
their adolescent and adult lives, and negatively affected their quality life. The process of conflict 
could be mapped in more detail to understand its function and features, and how it can lead to 
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exploration towards reaching self-acceptance. This ‘map’ could assist others in similar positions 
to reduce their duration of conflict and establish methods of coping with conflict.
vii. Future research could be more considerate of engaging the issue of culture and its effect on the 
development of an individual’s sexuality and self. Furthermore, future research could engage 
with homogenous samples of different cultures, to explore their experiences of identity 
alignment. 
viii. Future studies could consider different religions and/ or other minority sexual orientations.
Conclusion
     This chapter presented the conclusions of the study based on the results. Following this was a 
consideration of the limitations of the study, and finally, recommendations to assist future research. 
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Appendix B: Information Letter
Dear……(Participant)………  
Allow me to introduce myself, my name is Fa-eeza Kasmed and I am currently a Masters student in 
Counseling Psychology at Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University (NMMU). I would like to thank 
you for participating in my research .The study will be conducted with the aim of completing the 
researcher’s Masters in Counseling Psychology.  
What is the research all about?
Through the use of individual interviews, the research aims to explore and describe the process of how 
individuals who identify as both Christian and homosexual align these parts of their identity, to reach a 
place of comfort with both. Thus, the research question is: How do individuals reach a place of comfort 
with both their Christian beliefs and homosexual orientation?  
What is required from you as a participant?
There are a few basic requirements to participate in this research, all participants must: 
 be female and between the ages of 25- 50,  
 reside in Port Elizabeth,  
 be of Christian faith (although this can have different meanings for each participant), 
 identify themselves as being homosexual (whether or not others know of their sexual orientation is 
irrelevant), 
 and they must be in a position of comfort with both these aspects of their identity  
Furthermore, it is important that you as the participant, answer all questions as honestly as possible as 
this will aid the reliability and validity of the research. There is no right or wrong answers. The semi- 
formal interviews will be conducted over1-2 hours, which will be audio recorded and transcribed.   
Confidentiality
All information exchanged between the participant and researcher will be treated as confidential. 
Information obtained from the interviews will only be accessible to the researcher and the 
research supervisors within the Psychology Department. All documentation will be kept safely at 
NMMU. Your name will not be linked to the research in any way as anonymity is a priority.  It is 
important to remember that your participation is voluntary thus at any time, should you feel anxious or 
uncomfortable in the research process, you may withdraw from the study. Should this happen your 
answers will not be used in the research and your decision to withdraw will not be held against you.  
Consent
Kindly fill in the consent form to specify that you understand all the requirements stated above and you 
are willing to volunteer in the study.  
A copy of the completed study will be stored in the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University Library at 
South Campus.              
Kind regards, 
Ms. Fa-eeza Kasmed 
Researcher  
……………………. .. 
Ms. Alida Sandison                                      Dr. Yaseen Ally
Research Supervisor                                     Research Co- supervisor                                            
……………………..                                            ………………………………………      
Appendix C: Consent Form
Title of Research 
Study
The Identity Alignment of Christian Beliefs and Homosexual Orientation in 
Adult Women
Reference Number  (for interview purposes)
Researcher Fa-eeza Kasmed
Address Faculty of Health Science 
Department of Psychology 
P.O. Box 77000 
Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University 
6031
Telephone number 072 0565 103
Email address faeezakasmed@yahoo.com  
1. A Declaration on Behalf of the Participant
I, the participant and the undersigned (Full name) Initial
Participant’s Address:   
1.1. I Hereby Confirm as Follows Initial
I, the participant, was asked to take part in the above mentioned research study that is 
being conducted by Fa-eeza Kasmed from the Psychology Department in the Faculty of 
Health Sciences of Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University.  
1.2. The Following Elements have been Explained to me the Participant Initial
Purpose of Study The aim is to explore and describe how individuals who identify 
as both Christian and homosexual integrate these parts of their 
identity, to reach a point of comfort with both.  
Procedures I, the participant, understands that I will be required to complete 
the following:  
1.   Participate in a 1-2 hour face-to- face semi-formal interview 
with the researcher and,  
2.   Interviews will be audio recorded and transcribed.
Risks There are no direct risks involved in participating in this study, 
however, due to the personal nature of the research topic it is 
important to ensure the participants have minimal anxiety.  
Possible Benefits There are no direct benefits involved in partaking in this study; 
however, the results of the study aims to bring about a broader 
understanding of the process of aligning both one’s Christian 
beliefs and homosexual orientation to reach a place of comfort.   
Confidentiality I, the participant, understand that my identity will not under any 
circumstances be revealed in any of the exchanged information 
with the researcher.
Voluntary 
Participation and 
Withdrawal
I have agreed to voluntarily participate in this study,   
My decision whether or not to participate will not affect my 
present or future employment/ lifestyle/ wellbeing,    
Need for a Translator (not applicable)
Access to results A copy of the research result will be placed in the Nelson 
Mandela Metropolitan University South Campus Library.  
1.3. The Information Above was Explained to me, the Participant, by… Initial
Ms Fa-eeza Kasmed in English, a language I fully understand  
I was under no pressure to consent to participation in this study and I fully understand that 
I may withdraw at any time with no consequences  
Participation in this study has no additional costs to myself  
2. I Hereby voluntarily consent to take part in the above mentioned study
Signed at……………………………………………………on………/……/2016  
Participants Signature                                Witness Full Name            Witness Signature   
……………………….                               ……………………           ………………….
                                                                    (Optional)
   YES            NO
   TRUE        FALSE
3. Statement by/ on behalf of Researcher
I, Fa-eeza Kasmed, declare that I have; 
1. Explained all information to …………………………………… (participants name) 
2. Encouraged and given more than enough time to the participant to ask any questions 
3. Conducted the interview and all prior conversations in English 
4. Detached and given section (4) of the consent form to the participant  
4. Important Message for the Participant
Dear Participant,   
I would like to extend my thanks for your participation in the study. It is important to remember 
that at any time of the study should you; 
1. Have an emergency occur as a result of the research, or 
2. Need additional information in relation to the study, or 
3. Experience any anxiety or discomfort because of the content of the interview questions 
Talk to your interviewer/ researcher who will be well trained to handle this anxiety or discomfort. 
Alternatively, should they be unable to assist you, they can refer you to an appropriate professional. 
Kind Regards, 
Fa-eeza Kasmed 
Researcher 
072 0565103 
faeezakasmed@yahoo.com  
Appendix D: Interview Guide
The present study aims to describe and explore identity development in a developing society, 
more specifically, the alignment of Christian beliefs and homosexual orientation in adult women. 
All participants will remain anonymous and all identifying details will be kept confidential. Please 
answer all questions as openly and honestly as possible. 
Interview Details 
     Date:             _________________ 
     Time:            _________________ 
     Location:      _________________ 
Participant Identifying Details 
     Name and Surname:                 __________________________ 
     Date of birth:                            __________________________ 
     Age (in years):                          __________________________
     Ethnicity:                                  __________________________ 
     Home language:                        __________________________ 
     Highest level of education:       __________________________ 
     Employment:                             __________________________  
Researcher Details 
     Name and Surname:                  __________________________ 
     Contact information:                 __________________________ 
     Signature:                                  __________________________ 
  
In Christian homosexual individuals it has been found that some individual’s sexual and religious 
identity may conflict with one another, and some people may go through a process of aligning these 
parts of their identity in order to reach a place of comfort or self- acceptance. What was your 
experience of this process within your own life?  
(How were you able to align your Christian beliefs and homosexual orientation into your identity to 
reach a place of self- acceptance or comfort?) 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
